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executive summary
Major gifts play a transformational role in terms of making a gift that is really 
significant and can often make a huge difference to the organisation and what 
it aims to achieve. (BRISBANE BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
WhO? 
Tapping into the thoughts of nearly 50 Australians involved with major giving, this 
study seeks to know more about why and how people give in what might be called 
‘momentous’ ways. It tracks both their triumphs and trials. Perhaps most importantly, 
it gives a public voice to the perceptions, attitudes, concerns and stories of Australians 
who have chosen to act philanthropically in a sizeable and ongoing way. In counterpoint, 
the views, experiences and frustrations of seasoned fundraising professionals who work 
to generate major giving across a range of causes form the other voices in this study. 
Thus, donors talk about giving, and occasionally raising support from their peers, and 
fundraisers talk about developing major gifts.
WhAT’S A mAjOR GIFT? 
Clearly, that definition depends on the charity or giver. In this study, we mean donations 
of at least AU$10,000, though some interviewees give millions each year. 
GIvING ThAT IS pLANNED AND CONSIDERED 
The findings build on two foundations. Firstly, the study delves deeper into giving that 
is planned and considered rather than spontaneous. In this way, it adds another layer 
to what is known of the thinking and behaviour of deliberate givers. Thus, it links to the 
recent Australian Centre for Philanthropy and Nonprofit Studies (ACPNS) research on 
bequests in Australia also funded by the Perpetual Foundation and the Corbould and 
Gluyas Trusts (Madden and Scaife 2008b; Wiepking, Madden et al. 2010). This study 
extends too knowledge about what researchers call ‘high net worth’ giving, building 
on  academic work in this area from several countries (See for example: Ostrower 1995; 
Havens and Schervish 1999; Community Foundation R&D Incubator 2002; Edwards 
2002; Asia Pacific Centre for Philanthropy and Social Investment 2004; Harrington 2004; 
Lloyd 2005; Schervish 2005; Center on Philanthropy 2007; Taylor, Webb et al. 2007; 
Madden and Scaife 2008a; Schervish 2008; Wiepking and Breeze 2008; Center on 
Philanthropy 2010).
TRANSFORmATION AChIEvED, BUT mORE NEEDED
The statement about major gifts being transformational holds true on many levels. 
Clearly, giving moves people. It can take them in new directions in their thinking, their 
actions and their life. Evidence in this study and elsewhere says larger gifts transform 
those who ask, those who give and even their children and future generations. If made 
more public (and that is a big ‘if’ in this country) such noteworthy contributions can also 
move potential givers to act: those many capable Australians yet to engage in generosity, 
yet to have the notion that difference is needed and they personally can make it. In short, 
this study underlines that more could be given, more could be done. It is clear from 
this study too that this kind of large support also transforms projects, organisations, 
and communities: major gifts are agents of major change. However, to reiterate, more 
could be given, more could be done. Many respondents see major gifts as the most 
‘underpotentialised’ area of community support in Australia. 
executive summary
iv
TRANSFORmING ThE mAjOR GIFTS SySTEm
Why is major giving not the norm here? This research offers some answers by pointing 
to some real transformation needed in the major gifts ‘system’ in Australia. In particular, 
changed attitudes and actions from nonprofit boards, fundraisers, donors and facilitating 
groups could galvanise more outcomes. There are particular barriers to overcome. Yet, 
major giving is a finance model for the community that respondents think can generate 
unique benefits. Improving the system is worth doing and eminently possible, according 
to study participants.
KEy FINDINGS
The report is structured into six sections:
1. Defining major gifts: Major gifts as a unique, valuable, variously defined but 
underused community support model (a brief but emphatic theme).
2. Influential major gift contexts: relating to overseas benchmarks, the culture of 
giving in Australia and the respective roles of philanthropy, government, media, the 
economy and the generational divide.
3. Donor characteristics: influences from family history and culture, gender and life 
stage; personal values and perceptions of their personal economic circumstances. 
4. Fundraiser characteristics: skills, attitudes and qualities. 
5. Donor decision-making: what triggers the giving decision, choosing a cause 
area, what elements need to be planned, what advice sources are used and what 
organisational factors are considered in a major gift decision, deciding when to give, 
choosing to be open or closeted about the gift, deciding to give again and deciding to 
improve giving.
6. Communication aspects of the major gift experience: A personal, ideally peer-
initiated major gift approach at the right time for the right amount, targeting the right 
potential supporters, donor-centred approaches, acknowledging donors, providing 
feedback, building engagement, perceptions of efficiency and donor satisfaction.
KEy mESSAGES
Within these sections lie 11 key messages from respondents:
1. Major wealth: major generosity. The generous impulse is intact in some parts of 
affluent Australia – albeit not all of it. 
2. Major wealth: minor givers. Many wealthy Australians are perceived by their peers 
to not be giving, or to be giving significantly less than they might readily be able to give. 
3. Major giving: major potential in Australia. Particularly measured against the 
numbers of Australians who could make major gifts, respondents highlight great 
unrealised potential as a funding model for community need.
4. Major question mark: is there an Australian culture of giving? Some respondents 
affirm an Australian culture of giving – particularly major giving – exists, but when 
probed to describe it, few answers are forthcoming except that it very often has a 
code of quiet giving. 
5. Major giving: deliberate choice. Many respondents report that giving for them is 
embedded in living a life that is financially advantaged. It is also closely aligned with 
their values and their self-concept: major giving is part of who they are, a life choice. 
It is not something done because it is expected: it is a conscious choice.
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6. Major giving: major decisions but no single path. The data does not suggest 
that the decision-making in major giving is a linear process. Rather, it is a complex 
and interrelated set of cultural factors, personal interests, values and peer encounters.
7. Major givers: outcome hungry. Major giving differs from smaller giving, being 
more about investment than support.
8. Boards: major role but major disappointment. Donors look to boards but often 
perceive nonprofits as poorly led, unaccountable and ineffective. Fundraisers see 
boards as low in understanding of how to resource and support major giving. 
9. Major investment yielding major results, but the context is anti-investment. 
Investing in major gift seeking capacity often generates high returns respondents 
report. However, contextually, community understanding of investing in fundraising 
is low, and anti-spending. 
10. Major government role. As in other nations, what philanthropy injects to the 
Australian community is unique and quite distinct from government. Government’s 
role respondents say, is structural – there to facilitate and encourage philanthropy 
through various levers. 
11. Major fundraiser role. The very strong pattern from experienced fundraisers in 
highlighting passion and integrity as the heart of the role suggests an attitude more 
akin to philanthropy and philanthropists than many major givers perhaps realise.
vi
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introDuction
1.1  DISCOvERING mORE ABOUT AUSTRALIAN mAjOR GIFTS
Probe the surface of most Australian communities and evidence of major gifts will be 
found – a statue, a community program, the local hall restoration and upward to hospital 
wings, university buildings, art acquisitions and medical research centres. Major gifts in 
Australia are ubiquitous then, but pervasive they are not. Why so? 
This first of its kind empirical study sets out to discover more about major gifts in 
Australia – why people give them, why they do not and what goes on to bring major 
needs together with major funding. Both the ‘supply’ and the ‘demand’ sides of the giving 
equation are examined through the responses of nearly 50 major giving players who gave 
their insights through focus groups and in-depth interviews. Existing Australian giving 
studies and other relevant major gift research internationally are summarised briefly in 
section two, What we know. Section three, Methods, explains the research methods 
and the data analysis. Next, the six key themes that have emerged from this study are 
expanded in section four of this report, Findings, which then concludes in section five, 
Summing up and looking forward.
1.2  A pLANNED GIvING RESEARCh AGENDA
This study forms the second strand of research into how Australians give in a planned, 
considered, deliberate way rather than impulsively or spontaneously. It builds on the 
insights from the 2008 report Keeping Giving Going, which focused on donor and charity 
views on giving through bequests. This subsequent investigation, which considers major 
gift giving in this country, also looks at the topic both from the perspective of the giver 
and the charity. 
Why is considered giving an important research topic, regardless of whether that 
might be through a bequest, major gift, foundation or other considered mechanism? 
Deliberate, considered giving – for example, where individuals or families allow for 
charitable donations in their budget rather than responding to requests for support in 
an unplanned, spontaneous way – is highly desirable from the nonprofit perspective 
because it leads to more and higher needs being funded in the short and longer term 
and also to more reliable, predictable income streams.
From the viewpoint of charities trying to do lots with little, heartening evidence exists that 
donors who are ‘planner givers’ donate on average four times more than others. From 
Giving Australia (2005) we know that 16% of giving is described by donors as planned. 
Boost the market for considered giving, especially at the higher gift levels, and the flow-on 
to need in this country can be significant. Imagine the community impact if this number of 
‘planner givers’ were 56% instead. These ‘deliberative’ individuals and families are clearly 
very special in the giving landscape, but as the figures show, their behaviour is atypical. 
Research targeted at understanding and better serving these committed givers may 
lead to more donors adopting considered giving practices – in other words possibly 
quadrupling their efforts and outcomes. The new millennium practice of regular month 
by month giving is changing the behaviour and thinking of the ‘person-in-the-street’ 
giver but at the higher income level few comparable practices are in place. Certainly 
the Private Ancillary Fund (PAF) structure (similar to a US family foundation and formerly 
known as the Prescribed Private Fund [PPF]) has enticed more Australians of means 
into the considered giving band but the uptake while extremely positive is not touching 
its true potential.
1
4From the supporter stance, prior local research suggests two relevant points here: 
a wish by High Net Worth Individuals (HNWIs), who are pondering giving, to ‘do it well’ 
along with secondly, some confusion about just how that might happen: this is new 
territory for them and they cannot find any signposts (Madden and Scaife 2008c). 
Previous interviews suggest a logical approach is what some large givers are seeking: 
an apparent, documented need, validated costings and a plan for how those large order 
dollars might be assembled over time to actually make the required difference if enough 
people give across enough time. A deliberate approach to giving appears to fit the 
comfort zone of many, particularly those who have derived their wealth from business. 
It is worth noting too that philanthropist membership group Philanthropy Australia has 
in recent years revised its definition of philanthropy to encompass this considered angle, 
as follows: The planned and structured giving of money, time, information, goods and 
services, voice and influence to improve the wellbeing of humanity and the community.1
Given the importance of understanding deliberate giving, this research will braid into 
a trilogy in 2011 with the next deliberate giving study exploring the decision-making 
patterns in Australian foundation giving.
ACPNS acknowledges and commends the strategic support of the Perpetual Foundation 
and the Corbould and Gluyas Trusts under the management of Perpetual in delivering 
more knowledge to the nonprofit and philanthropy sectors about considered giving.
1.3  Why STUDy mAjOR GIFTS?
Major gifts warrant investigation because limited local information is available on this type 
of generosity and more importantly because of the sheer significance this kind of funding 
has for community outcomes across the spectrum of need and opportunity. Moreover, 
research gaps exist in the worldwide literature on this topic.
1.4  LImITED LOCAL INFORmATION
Only a handful of Australian studies have included questions about major giving and then 
only scattered aspects of the topic have been scanned. No full academic study of the area 
has been undertaken here before. Giving research in Australia is embryonic in an academic 
sense though evolving as research interest in this area reaches more critical mass. 
1 www.philanthropy.org.au
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What do we know about major giving? Studies of giving generally span some four 
decades and offer different lenses on the topic. Various potential giving forces have been 
identified by researchers mainly applying psychology, social psychology, economics 
and marketing perspectives. Even evolutionary science has considered giving with 
experimental evidence concluding that human altruism is a potent energy, and unique 
in the animal world (Fehr and Fischbacher 2003). Major giving in many countries is even 
more unique. Many studies investigate single nations (for example quantitative giving 
studies of countries as diverse as Korea, New Zealand, the Netherlands, South Africa, 
Japan, USA and many others that examine questions such as who gives and how much). 
Occasional studies focus just on High Net Worth (HNW) giving. The Bank of America 
Study of HNW philanthropy for instance shows households with incomes of greater than 
US$200,000 or assets in excess of US$1 million comprise 3.1% of total US households 
(Center on Philanthropy 2007). Yet this tiny percentage of households has an enormously 
disproportionate impact on charitable giving, being responsible for approximately 
two-thirds of all household charity.
The major gift topic thus needs analysis and probing. In a global sense, brief mention 
of philanthropy can be found as a part of the World Wealth Report (Merrill Lynch and 
Capgemini 2010), particularly regarding the interaction with professional advisers. These 
wider scenarios on wealth are important to consider, for instance predictions about what 
global aging in many of the world’s wealthiest countries will do to reduce bank balances 
(Farrell, Ghai et al. 2005). The bulk of research, though, especially about significant 
giving, seeks to discover the more substantive question of ‘why’: what influences major 
giving? Many of these studies are qualitative in approach, to tease out these underlying 
attitudes and explore the strata of human attitudes, cultural differences and experiences 
in the highly individualised realm of giving. As Bekkers (2004) sums up, the effects of 
financial capital (income and wealth), human capital (level of education and health) and 
social capital (community and religious involvement) have been examined, as they impact 
giving and volunteering. The contribution of personality and social psychologists has 
been to posit that an ‘altruistic personality’ exists in some people who are more helpful 
and have greater empathy for others in need, pitted against a personality style more likely 
to avoid, refuse or not be conscious of what prosocial behaviour adds to a community 
(Batson and Shaw 1991; Cialdini, Brown et al. 1997).
This section poses six questions:
•	 Who gives what?
•	 What do we know about major givers?
•	 What factors are in play in a decision to make a major gift?
•	 How is major giving structured?
•	 How is philanthropy fostered?
•	 What is known about fundraising for major gifts?
2.1  WhO GIvES WhAT? 
In Australia, some evidence suggests that giving at a higher level is something that may 
not be considered by wealthier Australians: it is a practice that is not widely seen nor 
expected of them (Madden 2006; Madden and Scaife 2008a; 2008c). Australia has little 
tradition of significant philanthropic giving (Asia Pacific Centre for Philanthropy and Social 
Investment 2004). This fact is pitted against a trend of growing numbers of affluent in this 
country as reported regularly by the World Wealth Report. Since 2003, Australia has seen 
What research tells us about major giving2
6the number of HNWIs rise from 117,000 to 173,600 (Merrill Lynch and Capgemini 2005; 
2010). Only between 2007 and 2008, did Australia see a decline in the number of HNWIs, 
when the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) caused numbers to drop by 23.4% from 169,000 
in 2007 to 129,000 in 2008 (Merrill Lynch and Capgemini 2009). Since then, Australia 
has rebounded with a stronger than ever growth rate of 34.4% resulting in more HNW 
Australians than ever before (Merrill Lynch and Capgemini 2010). Economic recovery 
and wealth trends are expected to continue, resulting in an ever growing pool of potential 
major supporters for nonprofits.
The most comprehensive study of this country’s philanthropy and nonprofit life, Giving 
Australia (2005) reinforces that major gifts are unusual here. While 87% of Australians 
make donations, only 8.6% said they donated more than AU$1,100 in 2004 and the 
majority of these gave less than AU$3,000. Only one income segment recorded average 
annual donations of more than AU$1,000 – those in the AU$104,000 plus income group 
reported giving an average annual gift of AU$1,431. Longitudinal analysis of Australian 
Tax Office (ATO) tax deductibility data proffers average giving statistics of affluent 
Australians and some links to geographic patterns of generosity by suburb. This data 
confirms as a perennial trend that those on larger incomes tend to make larger donations 
(and a greater proportion make and claim for their donations on their tax) (McGregor-
Lowndes and Newton 2008). It also links higher giving participation and amounts to 
suburbs perceived as affluent. However, such research shows too that annual giving 
for many years has been only modestly more, on average, than Australians overall, if 
the handful of very high outlier donations are excluded. This finding is particularly seen 
in what might be described as the ‘moderately affluent’ group with taxable individual 
incomes in the AU$100,000 – $999,999 range. Analysis of the latest annual ATO data 
(2007-2008 tax year) reflects the beginning stages of the GFC and sees an intriguing 
jump of more than 100% in the average tax-deductible donation made to Deductible 
Gift Recipients (DGRs) and claimed by individual taxpayers earning more than AU$1 
million taxable income (McGregor-Lowndes and Hoffmann 2010). Donations rose from 
AU$48,548.66 the previous tax year to AU$102,543.08. These HNW taxpayers donated 
approximately 2.89% of their taxable income to DGRs, compared to the national average 
of 0.43% (McGregor-Lowndes and Hoffmann 2010).
While most Australian major gift giving is made by the affluent, some people in low and 
middle income status do make high level gifts. For example, the Giving Australia (2005) 
household survey shows the maximum donation of respondents in the AU$15,600 
to AU$20,799 income category was AU$4,950, and in the AU$36,400 to AU$41,599 
income group, it was AU$7,200. 
Within Australia’s educational development sector, embracing both universities and 
private schools, a trend of greater involvement of givers in major giving seems evident, 
along with a pattern of some ever larger targets for capital and major gift campaigns 
(McDonald and Scaife 2010). Schools report a median target of AU$1.5 million in 2010, 
against the AU$200,000 median campaign target when this benchmarking series was 
begun in 2005 by the Association of Development and Alumni Professionals in Education 
(ADAPE) (Scaife 2005). In 2010, tertiary institutions had campaign targets up to AU$300 
million (and a median target of AU$13.5 million) (McDonald and Scaife 2010).
Australia’s major performing arts sector also appears to have seen a growth in major 
giving, with philanthropic giving more than doubling in the five years to 2008, rising 116% 
(Australian Major Performing Arts Group 2008). 
2.0 What research tells us about major giving
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Internationally, major giving by the affluent in Australia appears to fall well behind the US, 
UK, and Canada (with comparisons difficult due to a lack of directly comparable data). 
The World Wealth Report estimates that, globally, the HNW population allocates between 
3% and 11.8% of their portfolios to philanthropic causes annually (Merrill Lynch and 
Capgemini 2007), well above the 0.45% of taxable income alone claimed for donations 
by affluent Australians, before the rise to 2.89% in the latest figures. It will be informative 
to see if this rise is sustained when tax data from the midst of the GFC is available. The 
World Wealth Report (Merrill Lynch and Capgemini 2009) that focused on 2008 giving 
during the GFC onset reports little change to philanthropy allocations worldwide in 
2008 first half but a severe impact in the latter half with HNWIs giving less and to fewer 
causes. The 2010 report charts an increase in philanthropic activity in 2009 in all areas 
except North America though a reduced level of outright donations and a pattern of more 
searching assessment of organisational effectiveness as part of their giving (Merrill Lynch 
and Capgemini 2010).
In Australia, larger nonprofit organisations have been found to fare better in the downturn 
(CSI, PricewaterhouseCoopers et al. 2009), and major gifts generally are associated with 
larger entities. 
2.2  WhAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT mAjOR GIvERS?
A review of the international literature including some 500 empirical giving studies, 
suggests eight factors drive giving – awareness of need, solicitation, costs and benefits, 
altruism, reputation, psychological benefits, values and efficacy (Bekkers 2005; Bekkers 
and Wiepking 2007). This review also points out that those who donate at higher levels 
tend to be:
•	 Higher income;
•	 Older;
•	 More highly educated;
•	 Married; and
•	 Stronger in religious involvement.
Motivations for major gifts tend to parallel those driving lower level giving (Taylor, Webb 
et al. 2007) and thus range from the warm-glow syndrome to highly rational return 
on investment motivations.2 However, there are particular motivations for wealthier 
individuals and families. Schervish (2006) distils major giving to be prompted by two 
prime drivers – personal capacity and moral compass. In other words, people have 
financial security, feel financially secure and because of their values, look for additional 
outlets for their wealth that will help the wider community. Schervish (2006) describes 
a moral biography of wealth as a key way in which people’s lives differ: many will have 
personal talents and capacity but only some will have a moral compass that guides them 
to apply these in more noble ways. As Schervish (2006: 166) comments, having a moral 
compass as well as wealth, means ‘to combine prosperity and purpose in a spiritually 
fulfilling, culturally formative and socially consequential way’. With colleague Havens, 
Schervish (2002) points also to a complex mix of motivations behind major giving 
especially by the wealthy:
2 This section presents a brief overview of the literature, for more detail, please see: 
Madden and Scaife (2008a).
8•	 Desire for the happiness that comes from caring for, or about, others;
•	 Desire to help others like themselves or their spouse, their parents, their siblings or 
their children, that is, they give out of identification with beneficiaries;
•	 Feeling grateful for their good fortune and wishing to give back and perhaps share 
their good fortune with others;
•	 Desire to apply their entrepreneurial orientation to the philanthropic sphere, perceiving 
their contribution will help improve outcomes; and
•	 Desire to look beyond their material success to find more positive personal values, 
meaning or morality in life for themselves and their children.
The last three may apply more specifically to the affluent.
These researchers (2001) coin the phrase the ‘new physics of philanthropy’ to 
encapsulate the economic, social and psychological factors that have impacted (US) 
wealth holders of this era, resulting in:
•	 More philanthropists, often rich at younger ages and more aware of their financial 
security (highlighted also by Nichols 2000);
•	 A proactive search for charitable activity rather than avoidance of it;
•	 Greater focus on lifetime involvement;
•	 Less desire to pass along all they have earned to their heirs;
•	 Seeing giving as part of their family ethos; and
•	 Recognition that giving brings benefits to them as much as those they help.
Schervish (2008) also adopts the phrase ‘hyperagency’ to express that wealthy people 
may singlehandedly have the power to change the course of organisations, causes and 
issues through their giving. 
The World Wealth Report suggests that feeling prosperous and fortunate can inspire 
the affluent to want to give back to society, not just in the US but globally (Merrill Lynch 
and Capgemini 2007). This report highlights that a sense of social responsibility is a 
primary motivation for some 60% of philanthropists in Europe and Asia, and 47% in North 
America. In the Middle East, a combination of social responsibility and religious obligation 
drives giving. Such a motivation may be particularly relevant to those who have made 
their money rather than inherited it. Researchers at the Center on Philanthropy (2006) 
at Indiana University also find ‘giving back to society’ resonates strongly with affluent 
donors; it also spotlights entrepreneurs as particularly generous, offering support for 
the potential link between philanthropy and those with entrepreneurial orientation. They 
cite two additional key motivations for the affluent: the desire to meet critical needs and 
social reciprocity (the feeling that those who have more should help those with less). 
Extant Australian and UK research offers similar insights. Giving Australia’s (2005) 
qualitative study emphasises the desire by wealthy donors to give back to society and 
to do something worthwhile beyond making or spending money. A common thread in the 
responses of the affluent who were engaged in giving was that they sought to apply their 
entrepreneurial skills to address the causes of social problems rather than help alleviate 
their symptoms (Madden 2006). In the UK, ‘duty and responsibility’ arising from being 
in a privileged situation is a key motivation for the wealthy to give, as is ‘being a catalyst 
for change’ (in an entrepreneurial sense) and ‘self-actualisation’ (personal satisfaction 
or growth) (Lloyd 2005). Both the UK and Australian studies suggest that some affluent 
2.0 What research tells us about major giving
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donors are motivated, in part, by social benefits derived from giving such as satisfying 
interactions with charity staff, beneficiaries or fellow donors. One additional motivation 
– and one of the most common – was passion for a cause (or, related to this, a strong 
belief in the worthiness of a nonprofit entity and its mission) (Lloyd 2005; Madden 2006; 
Taylor, Webb et al. 2007). 
Related to this work on motivations has been interest by researchers in suggesting 
typologies for affluent high level givers. For example, Cermak, File et al. (1994) clustered 
affluent donors into four distinct types: those strongly motivated by a mix of social and 
humanitarian factors (‘affiliators’); those seeking tax advantages (‘pragmatists’); those 
who give as a result of events in their life (or those close to them) and having benefited 
from an organisation (‘repayers’) and those interested in family tradition (‘dynasts’). 
In similar vein, Prince and File (1993; 1994; 1995) segment affluent individual donors 
into seven distinct types, based on needs, motivations and benefits sought from the 
giving experience. Recent European work (Abeles and Kohler 2009) dichotomises major 
philanthropists as ‘passionate’ (defined as the philanthropic initiative being triggered 
by an event, an encounter with an individual or an organisation) or ‘rational’ (where the 
philanthropist analyses a societal issue, develops a cause such as helping street children, 
the unemployed etc, before researching the organisations in the sector likely to contribute 
in the most efficient way). 
However, Stone and McElwee’s (2004) study of wealthy Californians reminds us that 
clear cut classifications are not always feasible: there are usually both egoistic and 
altruistic motives at play. Their findings fit well with qualitative research undertaken in 
Australia (Giving Australia 2005). 
Other, specific, factors have also been explored to consider their impact on giving 
behaviour by this segment. For example, Hodgkinson and Weitzman (1996) highlighted 
the importance of early childhood experiences especially within the family. Bekkers 
(2005) also looks at socialisation and concludes that parental volunteering and youth 
participation both play a part in charitable giving behaviour. In a study of millionaires, 
Schervish (1995) showed that parental role modelling of money and philanthropy and 
teaching of frameworks of morality about money and giving were two factors that 
influenced the philanthropic orientation of individuals in wealthy families. Another factor 
that has been explored is whether money has been earned or inherited. Yoshioka and 
Brown (2003) found that non-inherited wealth has a stronger effect on giving than 
inherited wealth (Steinberg and Wilhelm 2003). Ostrower (1995) found that individuals 
who had inherited money felt obliged to keep it in the family and experienced emotions 
not shared by those who have created their own wealth. She also found major giving 
to be a vehicle for the social and cultural life of people of affluence. Religion, too, 
provides a powerful framework for giving by families and groups, encouraging certain 
types of giving, such as what is to be given and to whom (Steinberg and Wilhelm 2003). 
Gender and giving has been examined widely, with particular emphasis on women in 
philanthropy, with studies concluding women give differently and may stress change 
making (see for example Taylor and Shaw 1997; Steinberg and Cain 2003; Gary 2005). 
Such findings have resonated with the few studies that have been conducted in Australia. 
A tendency to give quietly without fanfare is noted in some studies. The Coutt’s Million 
Pounds Donors Report for instance bemoans this practice as presenting too few 
examples of major giving and great philanthropy driven projects (Breeze 2009).
10
2.3   WhAT FACTORS ARE IN pLAy IN A DECISION TO mAKE  
A mAjOR GIFT?
Seven factors have been suggested to explain major gifts (The Giving Campaign 2004). 
Major donors, at least in the UK:
1. Perceive the level of gift to be comfortable (further explored by Edwards 2002 and 
Wiepking and Breeze 2008 who found the wealthy non-giver is just as likely as the 
poorer non-giver to feel they could not give because they had nothing to spare);
2. Perceive a personal capacity to donate (at that specific point in time, and taking into 
account their financial situation overall);
3. Desire to do good and/or to make a difference;
4. Identify with a cause/organisation (the social divide that places the affluent apart from 
real need because of their access to private health insurance, good living conditions 
and education is raised by Edwards 2002 as a block for many wealthy);
5. Have confidence that a charity/organisation is concentrating on its core mission, 
that funds are being spent appropriately, and that a cause/organisation can make 
a positive difference;
6. Have available to them external guidance and support in suggesting an appropriate 
level of giving (on this point it is interesting to note findings by Edwards 2002 that little 
social pressure exists in the UK to give more than a bare minimum); and
7. Are asked to give (with donors assuming that a charity asks for what it needs, that is, 
if the charity asks for an amount per month, that is an appropriate gift).
The decision is even more complex according to Edwards (2002) who asserts that the 
basic initial question ‘Why should I give?’ is more valid for most affluent individuals than 
‘How much should I give?’
Recent Australian conversations with major givers by Relate Partners (Capp and Gleeson 
2010) highlight other facets of major giving decisions and behaviour, such as:
•	 The wish to impact society through their finances, intellect, expertise, experience and 
networks;
•	 An established decision to give but a regular re-evaluation of who they give to;
•	 Expectations about being asked for support, at the right time, in the right way (face-to-
face with a well informed nonprofit representative) and as people, not cheque books;
•	 Expectations about accountability, transparency and communication; and
•	 Dislike of impersonal fundraising methods.
2.4  hOW IS mAjOR GIvING STRUCTURED?
Major giving often involves some form of structure to the giving practice, such as 
a foundation or donor advised fund. New structures of group giving such as ‘giving 
circles’ are only just being reported and analysed but are prompting giving in those 
who enjoy some collegial aspect to their philanthropy (Eikenberry 2007; 2008; Shaw-
Hardy 2009). In Australia, little work exists about giving structures. Leat’s (2004) study 
presents information on the development of community foundations in this country as 
a giving mechanism, following the surge in this style of giving in countries such as the 
US. The early years of growth of the new PPF (now PAF) structure and cause choices 
and distribution amounts are charted in ACPNS Current Issues Sheet 2010/1, noting 
some 769 PPFs created by October 2009 holding an estimated AU$1.89 billion in 
2.0 What research tells us about major giving
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funds (ACPNS 2010). The issue of whether taxation incentives influence how giving is 
structured is considered by McGregor-Lowndes, Newton et al. (2006). They find that 
a tax incentive can be inferred alongside other factors to prompt giving from previously 
untapped sources in this country. Upcoming 2011 work by ACPNS and again funded 
by the Gluyas, Corbould and Perpetual Foundations as part of a research as capacity 
building initiative will present data on foundation giving and decision-making in Australia 
(Scaife, McDonald et al. forthcoming). Views of one referral point for affluent giving – 
professional advisers – have also been captured over time, pointing to a slowly growing 
interest in discussing philanthropy with HNW clients (Madden 2004; Madden and Newton 
2006; Madden 2009). The World Wealth Report (Merrill Lynch and Capgemini 2010) 
points to the GFC increasing the call for professional adviser input to giving structures 
and approaches in other parts of the world. 
2.5  hOW IS phILANThROpy FOSTERED?
Factors in the political, commercial and social arenas that have seen a blurring of the 
roles and responsibilities among the state, the market and civil society are credited by 
Johnson, Johnson et al. (2004) with sparking interest particularly by governments in 
promoting a stronger culture of philanthropy. In Australia, a finding that apart from some 
notable but few exceptions, affluent people in the resource wealthy state of Western 
Australia give comparatively less than in other states helped to prompt research into 
philanthropy promotion (Seares and Edwards 2010). This study offers a summary of 
10 philanthropy promotion strategies and four key challenges in this goal:
philanthropy promotion strategy types
1. Legal reform strategies
2. Market segmentation strategies
3. Public awareness campaigns
4. Donor leadership strategies
5. Donor education strategies
6. Strategies to engage professional advisers
7. Place-based philanthropy initiatives
8. Peer-based philanthropy initiatives
9. Issue-based philanthropy initiatives
10. Philanthropic infrastructure initiatives 
Challenges
1. Legal and financial restrictions
2. Cultural attitudes and values
3. Individual engagement
4. Insufficient relevant capacity and 
infrastructure
The 2010 Coutt’s Million Pound Donors Report (Breeze 2010) highlights one example 
of incentives in practice, with the 2008 government matched giving scheme for higher 
education donations slanting significant and trackable new funding in that direction.
An interesting perspective on promoting community philanthropy has been added by 
the Community Foundation Network (2009) in the form of a manifesto, which concludes 
that engagement is the key strategy for encouraging and sustaining donations along 
with constructive interaction with governments. Engagement is also spotlighted by 
Edwards (2002: 9) as critical to giving behaviour, stating the engagement must be with 
causes, with people and with communities. Other writers emphasise the ‘lighthouse’ 
effect of stellar giving by the world’s most wealthy, such as Ted Turner’s historic pledge 
of US$1 billion to create the United Nations Foundation in 1998 and the ambassadorial 
efforts of Bill and Melinda Gates, Warren Buffet and Bill Clinton in stimulating what some 
term a new golden age of philanthropy (Mansfield 2008). 
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2.6   WhAT IS KNOWN ABOUT FUNDRAISING FOR  
mAjOR GIFTS?
Much of the work on this topic resides in reflective practitioner literature. Publications 
consider such diverse aspects as: giving as an expression of values (Sprinkel Grace 
2005); the actual asking process (Fredricks 2006); use of the Internet to connect with 
major donors (Byrne 2009); ethical pitfalls in prospecting, research, solicitation and major 
gift stewardship (Beyel 1997); the role of mission, quality leadership and prestige (Dean 
1996; Cook 1997); case studies (Holman and Sargent 2006); infrastructure and the use 
of ‘moves management strategies’ (Smith 1997) and 62 tenets for success in ‘mega gifts’ 
(Panas 2005). Some work to try to predict who amongst alumni databases might be most 
likely to give a major gift was piloted by Lindahl and Winship (1994) and Lindahl (1995), 
suggesting that (logically) past giving is the best predictor of future giving and that major 
gifts mature over years rather than months.
An increasing body of work is emerging on the perspective of the recipient organisation 
of major gifts. For instance, in the UK, Breeze’s (2008) work in collating views of million 
pound donors and million pound recipients provides insights to the giving and receiving 
of large scale gifts (including that contacts, credibility, sociability and asking were the 
key reasons nonprofits won donations of this scale). Similarly, Center on Philanthropy 
(2009) work examines different fundraising techniques and levels of recognition for 
significant gifts as well as whether these large gifts are intended to help people who are 
socially or economically similar to the giver. These types of studies are dispelling what 
Cluff (2009) refers to as the ‘myths about major donor fundraising’ that stifle this type 
of funding model use by nonprofits. These and other studies (for example Waters 2008) 
also emphasise the relationship element in a major gift ‘transaction’ characterised by File, 
Prince et al. (1994) as a ‘service encounter’ that can catalyse support if the experience is 
a successful one.
Efforts to build some theory around major giving are embryonic but include Knowles 
and Gomes (2009) recommendation of an AID-TIM model (awareness and understanding, 
interest and involvement, desire to help, trial gift, information about what and how to give, 
and major gift action) drawing upon marketing concepts.
Thus, research across different countries and research methods reveals an increasing 
amount about who gives, to whom, why, with what decision process and contextual 
encouragement, and with what stimulation from a nonprofit. Section 4 of this study adds 
very detailed data direct from Australian givers and major gift fundraisers to this body of 
knowledge. To provide context, section 3 outlines how the study was conducted.
2.0 What research tells us about major giving
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3.1  RESEARCh GOALS AND OBjECTIvES 
This project aimed to investigate the complex phenomena of the decision by Australians 
to make a major gift. More specifically, it sought to explore:
•	 the factors most likely to prompt Australians to make a major donation;
•	 common steps or stages in the decision-making process; 
•	 the most useful resources for potential donors; 
•	 what nonprofit organisations understand about the decision to make a major gift; and
•	 gaps in understanding about the decision to make a major gift between nonprofit 
organisations and donors.
In building a better understanding of major gift decision-making in Australia, this research 
has implications for donor cultivation efforts and organisational efficiency. A clearer picture of 
the ways in which nonprofit organisations can encourage potential and support current major 
donors can assist individuals with giving and improve the donor experience. Further, this 
research adds to the overall body of knowledge of the Australian philanthropic environment.
3.2  RESEARCh mEThOD
A qualitative methodology was deemed the most appropriate to meet the research aims. 
Such an approach focuses on exploring and understanding phenomena in-depth. In turn, 
a combination of semi-structured small group discussions and interviews were chosen as 
the most appropriate data collection method for this study. This is the most common and 
accepted method of qualitative research as it allows researchers to access individuals’ 
perception of their world and experiences (Mason 2002; Miller and Glassner 2004; 
Southall 2009). 
As this research sought to understand the breadth and depth of major giving experiences, 
participants were sourced from a wide variety of cause areas across Australia. Both major 
donors and key nonprofit informants, namely seasoned fundraising and development 
professionals with knowledge of the decision to make major gifts, were consulted. 
This enabled a diverse range of perspectives on the major gift phenomena, adding 
substantially to the robustness and reliability of the findings.
Invitations to participate in the study were sent out to fundraisers and major donors 
via the Fundraising Institute of Australia, Philanthropy Australia, ADAPE, Australia Business 
Arts Foundation (ABAF), Artsupport and the Council for Advancement and Support 
of Education. The research was also widely promoted in nonprofit industry media and 
fundraising professionals, known to the research team, were asked to extend the invitation 
to participate to some of their major donors. In this way, the research team did not have 
access to any donor databases, rather donors were self-nominated or referred. Through 
this mechanism, a broad range of experience and perspectives were captured. 
3.3  DATA COLLECTION
Nonprofit informants
Four small group discussions were conducted in October 2009 with nonprofit informants, 
representing a variety of charitable sectors, in Brisbane, Melbourne, Perth and Sydney. 
In total, 30 major gift fundraisers (either in-house or consultants) participated in the 
research. Collectively, this group has more than 400 years of fundraising experience, 
and almost 250 years experience soliciting major gifts in particular. Thus, this group was 
considered to have a detailed understanding of the major gift decision-making process. 
methoDology3
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Small group discussions were preferred for this group because they allow participants to 
compare and contrast their experiences, stimulate insights and allow for understandings 
to be tested within a peer context. Data was sought that flowed from top of mind issues 
for participants but a semi-structured question format was prepared as well for use as 
needed. For a complete list of these probe questions see Appendix A.
Nonprofit informants also helped to refine interview questions for major donors. 
major donors
Face-to-face and telephone interviews were then conducted with major donors (or in 
some cases their adviser or executive officer in charge of philanthropic planning and 
distribution) in October and November 2009. 
In total, 16 major donors who gave a gift of more than AU$10,000 in 2008 or 2009 
participated in the study. They were from a variety of urban and regional locations in New 
South Wales, Queensland, South Australia, Victoria, and Western Australia. Participants 
also came from a variety of backgrounds in terms of wealth accumulation; number, 
frequency and value of gifts given; preferred giving vehicles and cause areas; age and 
gender (these details are reserved by the research team to preserve the confidentiality of 
participants).
Participants were asked about their background with and motivations for philanthropy, 
their relationships with the organisations they support, and their attitudes towards 
different forms of recognition for their gift. A complex range of cross-situational and 
situational factors that contribute to their decisions were explored. Again, a semi-
structured framework was used but reliance placed on participants’ own emphasis of 
what was important to raise. For a complete list of questions see Appendix B.
3.4  DATA ANALySIS
The group discussions and interviews were audio recorded and transcribed. Data was 
analysed with the assistance of NVivo 83, a qualitative software program that allows 
researchers to manage, sort, and make sense of information. Data collected from 
nonprofit organisations and major donors was initially analysed separately using an 
inductive approach, which allows researchers to identify any interesting patterns or 
themes in the data (Braun and Clarke 2006). Then the key themes that emerged from 
each data set were compared to identify any similarities and differences. The next 
section presents the key findings from this analysis.
3 www.qsrinternational.com
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Data analysis divided the findings into six major categories. These recurrent threads 
across the study describe the direct and indirect issues impacting on major givers 
and their interactions with Australian nonprofit organisations from both the giver and 
fundraiser perspectives:
1. Defining major gifts: major gifts as a unique, valuable, variously defined but 
underused community support model (a brief but emphatic theme).
2. Influential major gift contexts: relating to overseas benchmarks, the culture of 
giving in Australia and the respective roles of philanthropy, government, media, the 
economy and the generational divide.
3. Donor characteristics: influences from family history and culture, gender and life 
stage; personal values and perceptions of their personal economic circumstances. 
4. Fundraiser characteristics: skills, attitudes and qualities. 
5. Donor decision-making: what triggers the giving decision, choosing a cause 
area, what elements need to be planned, what advice sources are used and what 
organisational factors are considered in a major gift decision, deciding when to give, 
choosing to be open or closeted about the gift, deciding to give again and deciding 
to improve giving.
6. Communication aspects of the major gift experience: A personal, ideally peer-
initiated major gift approach at the right time for the right amount, targeting the right 
potential supporters, donor-centred approaches, acknowledging donors, providing 
feedback, building engagement, perceptions of efficiency and donor satisfaction.
4.1  DEFINING mAjOR GIFTS
Major gifts were seen as a unique, valuable, variously defined and underused community 
support model.
Major gifts and philanthropy are the backbone of the nonprofit sector in Australia 
and overseas. (BRISBANE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
As highlighted in the literature, major gifts mean a great deal to a great many. They can 
be defined in terms of dollar amount, process, or value, that is, the impact they hold. In 
this study, some organisations used a dollar amount to distinguish major gifts from other 
types of donations (frequently AU$20,000 plus), while others highlighted how the process 
of finding major gifts differs from other kinds of fundraising, which distinguished it more 
so than the dollar amount. 
In general both fundraisers and major donors agreed that the amount that constitutes 
a major gift varies within and between organisations and donors, depending on the 
entity’s needs and the person’s financial capacity to give as well as their experience 
and understanding of how much a major gift should be. As such, gift size, and more 
specifically perceptions of generosity, were tied to a person’s giving potential rather than 
their actual donation amount. Correspondingly, there was a perception that the wealthy 
should not just give but do so according to their means.
Perhaps what distinguished major gifts most from other types of gifts was the concept 
of investment. Specifically the point at which the gift is large enough that it becomes 
an investment in the organisation and the community. Major gifts were seen as a highly 
valuable form of community funding, especially for the many organisations not funded or 
well-funded by government. This sentiment resonated with both fundraisers and donors, 
as highlighted below.
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It’s really tough to quantify a major gift...the best way to think of it is a major gift is 
a gift of investment. It’s an investment into the institution whereas a small gift or a 
non-major gift would in fact be a gift of support versus investment. So for some it 
could be $5,000; it could be $50,000…at [name of organisation] their major gifts 
don’t start until you get to $250,000. (SyDNEy BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
Many of us would like to invest in our community rather than give to it. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
They provide the fire power, which is called money, for effective projects and 
initiatives to be able to come to fruition and to be positive and to get outcomes. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
Despite the potential that major gifts have for transformational impacts, the general 
consensus among respondents is that they are underutilised in Australia. Donors commented 
that the wealthy in Australia do not give as much as they should, while fundraisers highlighted 
that many organisations were not doing enough to solicit such gifts.
There seem to me to be some very well-known names in the Australian scene  
who don’t seem to do as much as perhaps their wealth might suggest they should. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
There are still organisations out there with a long and extensive fundraising 
program doing very little major gift solicitation…it is significantly underdeveloped.  
(BRISBANE BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
Theme summary
Thus, major gifts are a fluid concept, sometimes different in the eyes of the giver, the 
receiver or peers. A strong sense that these types of gifts are an investment, rather 
than just general support give a different frame of thinking to these donations, adding 
a layer of planning and serious consideration. For some affluent Australians, this type 
of major giving is embedded as a part of the life of a wealthy family or individual but 
for others – perhaps a great many others – little consciousness of this activity is noted. 
The process of giving and being asked to give such gifts carries an immensely personal 
element. Their impact and their uniqueness stand out and they are seen as holding great 
unrealised potential as a way to support the nation’s community, particularly measured 
against the numbers of Australians who could make major gifts.
4.2  INFLUENTIAL mAjOR GIFT CONTExTS 
Several forces in the wider environment impact on major gift thinking and behaviour: 
the international, cultural, media, governmental, economic and generational contexts.
The International context
Major gift giving in Australia was often compared with overseas. Most frequently, such 
comparisons highlighted the unrealised potential in major giving in Australia. The US in 
particular stood out as a prime example of a country with a strong culture of major gift 
giving, when compared to the Australian landscape. 
It’s a difference between Australian thinking and American thinking…they’re 
stronger in community. (mAjOR DONOR)
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The major gifts in America are much bigger than they are…in Australia. We’re just in 
our infancy in developing all of that. (SyDNEy BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
Despite the vibrant history of major gift giving in the US, many participants did not wish 
to simply replicate the US model in Australia because of our different social systems and 
cultural contexts.
There’s a huge amount of America that can’t afford to give anything and there 
aren’t the social services available there, therefore they are almost duty bound to 
give a certain amount of money just to keep the poor alive. That doesn’t happen 
here. We do have a much better social system, so you’re not going to get that level 
of giving. (mELBOURNE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER AND CONSULTANT)
I think it would be wonderful if we were able to, as major gift practitioners, start 
to get [rid of] the myth that America is the only way to do it…Now, that’s not to 
say that we can’t learn from what they have to offer…but we are a different society. 
We do things and our people will respond differently and the way that our programs 
run will be run differently as well. (mELBOURNE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
The cultural context : an Australian culture of philanthropy
Many respondents characterise Australian major giving as substantial, important, with 
quite a heritage in some quarters (very sizable philanthropic gifts to education, arts and 
welfare organisations were cited as examples of this) and just emerging in others, but not 
necessarily very visible or acknowledged. 
Actually, it’s quite substantial but as yet unheralded, unsung. (mAjOR DONOR)
[ It] is actually long-established in Australia. It’s just I don’t think it’s been 
recognised as philanthropic behaviour or as major gift behaviour. (SyDNEy BASED, 
FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
While there are some divergent views among both fundraisers and donors about 
the depth of the role philanthropy has played in Australia to date, there is consensus 
that a home grown culture of philanthropy needs to be better recognised and 
developed further into the future. People spoke of an Australian culture of philanthropy 
but struggled to define it. However, both respondent groups saw education and 
awareness as keys to its growth.
I do not think people are well educated about philanthropy, what it means, how 
they can do it, tax effective ways of doing it, from a major donor down to the 
general population. (pERTh BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
What the sector here needs to do is to create awareness of philanthropy…Things 
like increasing the profile of philanthropists, trying to generate more media activity 
telling more good news stories. (BRISBANE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
Major donors comment that the culture of philanthropy is almost subterranean because 
Australia does not celebrate either wealth or giving and there is a different attitude to 
affluence itself in Australia. This prevailing culture of secrecy in the philanthropic sector 
was frequently highlighted, with major givers often preferring to ‘be under the radar’. 
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This desire was stimulated by a ‘fear of being chased’ by other fund-seekers or public 
perceptions of ‘big-noting yourself’.
We don’t celebrate giving publicly, we don’t like it. We don’t celebrate wealth 
publicly, so we don’t have the motivation that some cultures have. (mAjOR DONOR)
He would write a cheque for $10 million for various charities, but only on the 
proviso that that wasn’t discussed. (mAjOR DONOR)
However, to help overcome these fears, many study participants felt potential 
donors need ‘role models’ or examples of others who have and are giving at a high level. 
Fundraisers were especially keen to encourage donors to become more open about their 
giving, explaining that donors can play a large role in raising the profile of philanthropy 
and building that culture, by acting as role models or campaign leaders, providing 
testimonials, or conversing with their peers about their philanthropy. As one fundraiser 
put it, ‘you need a champion’. However, recruiting giving champions was not an easy 
task. The arguments put forth by fundraisers to their major donors included:
“You can be a leader. You can help to create more giving to this cause… 
if you actually are prepared to come out of the closet”. (BRISBANE BASED, 
FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
“We need to create leadership in our culture of giving and you can be a  
part of that by saying who you are, and [telling your] friends”. (pERTh BASED, 
IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
Clearly from the statements above, the call is for an increased and more evident 
culture of giving in Australia. Study participants see the responsibility of creating that 
culture as belonging to a wide range of stakeholders, including the nonprofit sector, 
donors, government, and the media. This raises the question of how philanthropy is 
perceived in each of these quarters and what each is doing to promote it, as follows. 
It is worth noting, however, that even within the nonprofit sector, there seems to be 
limited understanding of philanthropy and fundraising, especially at the board level 
(see section 4.6 for strong fundraiser commentary on this aspect of an organisational 
culture of philanthropy and section 4.5 for further comments about the decision to 
publicise giving or to remain a quiet giver).
The media context : increasing but not enough
The media according to respondents has considerable impact on how the public 
understands the scope and nature of philanthropy and the nonprofit sector. Several 
participants have noticed an increase in media coverage of philanthropy generally and 
highlight this coverage may also influence more major gift activity by nonprofits as well 
as donors. However, most would still like to see more of the positive media stories that 
prompt others to see major giving as a norm.
I’ve noticed a lot more stories in the paper about philanthropists and who has given 
the biggest gift lately. (BRISBANE BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
You don’t see a lot of news articles about major philanthropic gifts in my 
experience. (pERTh BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
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I think it would be so good if there was a bit more widespread coverage of some 
of the impact of gift giving and philanthropic ventures. (mAjOR DONOR)
Some donors report their awareness of the idea of philanthropy was inspired by peers 
who had taken on a leadership role by allowing their giving to be publicly reported in the 
media. The media role is seen as important because many givers have not heard of other 
people like themselves giving major gifts and they are not aware of where to go to begin 
this process in an orderly way.
I read a little bit, profiles about people who had set up PPFs and what they were 
doing and I guess I felt quite inspired by that. It made me think a bit. It was a little 
thing in the newspaper that got me going. (mAjOR DONOR)
The government context : providing a better framework
Participating major donors described the relationship between philanthropy and 
government as a murky one. In some cases, the Government contributes funding to 
organisations to deliver key social services. Indeed, some donors felt people do not 
give because of public perceptions that it is the Government’s responsibility to totally 
fill need. 
There is a belief that if something needs to be done, the Government ought to 
be doing it. (mAjOR DONOR)
However, compared with philanthropy, as a funding body, Government was perceived 
as a more constrained ‘major giver’ being overly bureaucratic, politically driven, and 
inefficient – yet indispensible when addressing the biggest problems. As a result, the 
philanthropic sector was viewed as having an especially important role, particularly in 
economically difficult times. Foundations such as PAFs were cited in particular as they 
are legally bound to donate a certain amount each year. Further, participants viewed 
philanthropy as far more risk tolerant than government and less demanding on recipients 
as many participating donors gave ‘without strings attached’, often deliberately seeking 
the ‘non-sexy’ issues to fund.
As individuals we don’t care whether the program is exciting, but is it needed 
and why can’t they get funding somewhere else? (mAjOR DONOR)
That’s that gap that the philanthropic sector, not for profit sector, can fill and is, 
I think in many ways, obliged to fill. (mAjOR DONOR)
Government unarguably is a key stakeholder in the nonprofit sector. It plays a key 
role in regulating, promoting and supporting the sector, as articulated by participating 
fundraisers. However, as one participant noted, Australian Government efforts to fulfil 
this role were not always apparent:
What are they doing currently? There are the tax breaks aren’t there? Other than 
that, what actually are they doing? (BRISBANE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
20
While many fundraisers felt that the Government has started to foster giving and nonprofit 
financial stability, they identified room for improvement, believing government can do more 
to promote and support philanthropy in Australia. Specific initiatives suggested, included:
•	 A Gift Aid4 program offering tax relief to donors (as in UK);
•	 A Charity Commission5 to help regulate and promote the sector (as in New Zealand 
and UK);
•	 The Artsupport6 model, of funding the training of fundraisers, was cited as an example 
that might be replicable in other sectors; and
•	 Honours7 – alternative forms of recognition to promote philanthropists.
The economic context : down but not out
Some in the philanthropic sector were adversely affected by the GFC, which in turn 
impacted their giving in a variety of ways. Some donors were required to reduce the size 
or frequency of their gifts while others took on board the lessons the downturn had to 
teach about investing funds wisely in the financial and social senses.
We have less clients, less profit and we can’t donate. (mAjOR DONOR)
I think these economic times have given us a salutary lesson and we really have to 
be very careful about how we invest this money in the long term and that’s going to 
be a huge responsibility. (mAjOR DONOR)
Fundraisers similarly report the GFC has had some impact on the playing field for major 
donors in various ways. For some, it has meant a reduction in giving or a change in how 
and to whom they give, with local social welfare causes favoured during this time.
The GFC has left many sitting on their hands and unwilling to commit. (BRISBANE 
BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
Well, particularly with the GFC we’ve found with major donors they’re being quite 
candid that at this point in time they’d rather help out some of the needy at home 
rather than give to bricks and mortar at a reasonably well-off school. (SyDNEy BASED, 
IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
4 Gift Aid increases the value of donations to charities by allowing them to reclaim basic 
rate tax on your gift (see http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/individuals/giving/gift-aid.htm for more 
information).
5 This was also recommended by the 2010 Senate Enquiry (http://www.aph.gov.au/
senate/committee/economics_ctte/public_benefit_test_10/report/report.pdf). For more 
information on the UK and New Zealand models see: http://www.charity-commission.
gov.uk/; and http://www.charities.govt.nz/).
6 Artsupport Australia works closely with government, cultural, corporate, financial and 
philanthropic sectors to develop effective strategies for giving. For more information 
on the Artsupport model, see: http://www.australiacouncil.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_
file/0003/66189/Artsupport_Australia_-_Oct_2010.pdf.
7 The Honours list provides national and formal recognition for Australians who have 
made a significant difference to their communities (http://www.itsanhonour.gov.au/). 
In 2008, Australia Post also honoured some great Australian philanthropists in a postage 
stamp series, which one participant described as ‘a great initiative to draw attention to 
philanthropy’ (http://blog.philanthropy.org.au/2008/01/23/philanthropists-stamped-as-
2008-legends/).
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However, as many fundraisers observe, major gifts nonetheless have remained quite stable, 
and despite the recent financial crisis, overall trends suggest wealth in Australia is increasing, 
and that there are more individuals with a greater capacity to give than ever before.
The major gift area is a little less vulnerable in [hard] economic times I think. 
There are still major givers out there to talk to whereas some of the other areas 
of fundraising have been affected more like our appeal. (BRISBANE BASED, 
IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
I think it is the least impacted area at the moment. (BRISBANE BASED, 
FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
From a local perspective, we feel that we’ve actually weathered the storm quite 
well within Australia. (SyDNEy BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
Some participants also identified the trend towards ‘new wealth’, especially in boom 
states like Western Australia, where the mining industry is driving development and 
rapid financial growth. Potential donors who have made their money rather than those 
who have inherited it may have different attitudes towards wealth, money and traditional 
cause allegiances. 
They’ve sort of been educated about money in a completely different way.  
(pERTh BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
The perception of Western Australia as a boom state impacted upon fundraising efforts. 
I don’t have success with trusts and foundations over East...they said, “No, Western 
Australia is a booming state”. (pERTh BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
The generational context : Age invigorates giving
As the generations change and existing and potential donors move into new life stages, 
so too, are giving practices changing, according to respondents. 
Fundraiser perspectives
Fundraisers have much to say and hold divergent 
perspectives on the philanthropic intentions of the 
up and coming generation. 
Some participants raise concerns about the 
likelihood of those in their 40s or younger taking 
the major gift reins from the older generation. 
Conversely, several participants feel that the next 
generation is highly entrepreneurial and wants 
to be involved. Rather than give less, many feel 
that the next generation may just prefer to give in 
different ways, including volunteering time.
•	 There’s a younger generation, which is the 
kind of all about me, selfish generation…  
It’s all about what I can get, what I can buy.
•	 From the 40 downs there’s just nobody actually 
giving that amount of money. 
•	 There is a new breed of donor coming 
through. The younger sort of entrepreneurial 
person who has… the seeds of philanthropic 
consciousness… they are kind of different to 
the older donors. 
•	 They want to have a more hands-on approach… 
often they want to guide it. 
•	 They see everything they do as an investment… 
they’re not prepared to go and man a lamington 
stall or paint a fence because they don’t see 
that’s a good investment of their time, but 
they’re willing to give their time. So it’s a matter 
of them matching their professional skill set 
with something.
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Fundraiser perspectives
Other participants, particularly those in Victoria, 
identified a giving gap in the 50-60 year old age 
group. This may in part be explained by life stage 
changes between generations, as people start 
families later in life.
•	  Most of those people were having kids in their 
early 20s. Therefore, by the time they were 
reaching 50, they’d paid all their school fees… 
owned their house… But this next lot that are 
around 50… they were having kids later in life, 
and so they’re probably not out of that until 
[they’re] actually getting closer to 60.
Donor perspectives
Some mirror image thoughts are evident from 
donors about the impact of life stage and 
generation on their giving. For some participants, 
philanthropic involvement was the result of a 
reflective period related to growing older. 
Aging often heralds a more secure financial 
situation.
In a generational sense, aging is also associated 
by respondents with a stable, philanthropic 
values base.
For others, the progress of their life cycle 
provides the impetus for engaging the next 
generation.
One younger philanthropist reported being 
subject to ‘ageist’ discrimination about giving.
•	 You’re getting into the sunset of your life and 
you really wonder how you can crystallise some 
of your thoughts. 
•	 One finds oneself in retirement perhaps a little 
bit more able to look at these sorts of things.
•	 I don’t know whether they’re more stable, 
they’re more mature or whatever. But it’s 
more ingrained in them to give back and do 
something for the community.
•	 Four years ago I decided that I was getting long 
in the tooth…and that it was about time the next 
generation got involved and so I brought the 
three kids on…as trustees.
•	 Especially if you’re young, so you’re in your early 
30’s, and you’re giving away money that’s just 
like, where’s it coming from?
Theme summary
The US example is ubiquitous when HNW philanthropy is the topic. Respondents 
recognise the context is not the same, especially in terms of the level of government 
support for community welfare. However, a culture that values wealth and giving, along 
with taxation structures that promote philanthropy sets the US apart in respondents’ 
minds. The mood though is for Australia to ‘do its own thing’ and establish a local ethos 
of philanthropy. Fuzziness exists about what that culture should be like but support for 
initiatives to heighten giving education and awareness from many quarters is clear. Role 
models, campaign leaders, people who talk freely with peers about why they give, and 
being acknowledged as givers in smaller circles or without reference to amounts given 
are rated as possible and important in building a giving culture, person by person. Part 
of the wish to localise a giving culture comes from a cringe about what is seen as ‘big 
noting’ when giving is made highly public. The tall poppy syndrome is clearly at work for 
some respondents, along with concerns about being harassed or not being able to cope 
with excessive giving demands. Clearly major giving in Australia remains for many people, 
subterranean. The culture of giving remains less culture, more sub-culture. The effect 
of media coverage of philanthropy is to both showcase and encourage giving. It also 
‘normalises’ giving amounts for people who have not been exposed to the reality that 
some Australians do give in major ways.
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Government is seen as providing a good or a bad framework for nonprofit and 
philanthropic ventures to grow upon. Incentives are known and appreciated by major 
givers and more are sought. More facilitative regulation such as a Charity Commission 
model is raised as a way to profile, foster and standardise the sector, with reassurance 
spinoffs for donors. The honours system as a way of lauding donor achievement is raised 
as important but limited and not especially creative as a recognition form. Government’s 
input to community need and opportunity is seen as contrasting to that of philanthropy, 
with its downsides being bureaucracy, political timeframes and pressures, more demands 
and less risk tolerance than philanthropy. However, in terms of solving major problems, 
it is an essential player according to respondents as philanthropy is not perceived as 
powerful enough to singlehandedly tackle the issues of challenge.
The economic context provided by the GFC has seen major gifts change cause direction 
in some instances and also seen a temporary pause in giving in some cases. Some 
respondents report no effect on major giving and that it has remained remarkably stable 
while others indicate detrimental effects on giving that have resulted in timeframes for 
campaigns having to vary.
Generationally, fundraiser experiences of impacts on giving vary. Most see a life stage 
link to giving. The impact of later parenting and therefore later ‘empty nesting’ is noted. 
Some are seeing a dearth of givers and leaders flowing through from younger to middle 
age and lament the demise of the older, more philanthropy givers. Others hold out hopes 
for a more vigorous giving generation ahead, wanting to volunteer more and be involved 
across a wider spectrum. The possibility of more givers making major gifts but of lower 
amounts is raised. Donors similarly see life stage as very influential in giving. Financial 
security, time for reflection and the wisdom of life experience prompt giving in more 
mature stages they say.
4.3  DONOR ChARACTERISTICS 
Persistent threads emerge in this study of qualities common amongst donors, reported 
by donors themselves and reinforced by the fundraisers who work with them. These 
include: recognition that family history and culture has shaped their giving behaviour 
in many instances (and is likely to influence their children’s giving values one way or 
another), some minor commentary about gender influencing giving approach and 
crystalline evidence that values drive giving along with perceptions of what wealth 
means personally to these givers.
Family history and culture
For many participants, their attitude to philanthropy is forged in childhood by family 
culture, family history and example, which developed into a sense of responsibility.
For me, like with many, it starts at home and the kind of conversations and 
things that one has as one grows up around the dinner table…discussion about 
disadvantage and… an early awareness that there was a lot of injustice and 
necessity out there in the community and in the world at large. (mAjOR DONOR)
As a family of generational wealth there’s a certain obligation to help others.  
(mAjOR DONOR)
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Many perpetuate these values in their own families and look for them in future 
generations; while for others, the family expectation will stop at their generation. 
Both our parents…had good values that they’ve imparted to us. We hope we’ve 
imparted them to our children; I think we have. (mAjOR DONOR)
Am I going to do the same thing and give all of our assets to a fund like that? 
The answer’s “no”…the majority of it will go to the kids...Though the philanthropic 
feeling was very strong in [my] parents, it’s not as strong with me. (mAjOR DONOR)
For some, a migrant heritage has forged links with the less fortunate.
Being migrants, I guess, helps. Coming with nothing and building up a substantial 
business and good life and that is a big influence. Also it influences one’s view of 
the world. (mAjOR DONOR)
Wealth perceptions
All participating donors felt themselves to be ‘wealthy’ in their own terms. Some 
perceived that all their needs were met. This could be because they had income 
without responsibility; because they did not subscribe to accumulating wealth and 
saw no intrinsic value in money; or simply because they felt they had no claim over 
inherited wealth.
My children don’t need anything from me. (mAjOR DONOR)
I mean you can’t, like that cliché again, you can’t take it with you when you die. 
I mean, it’s like for saving up to get sex when you get older. I mean it’s like, what’s 
the point. (mAjOR DONOR) 
Money doesn’t interest me that much. It’s not really my thing. There’s more 
important priorities in the world for me. (mAjOR DONOR) 
My view is that we don’t need nearly what most of us have. Not just myself but a 
lot of middle class Australia. (mAjOR DONOR)
I haven’t done anything, so it’s not my money I’m giving away, it’s actually his.  
(mAjOR DONOR)
Others donors felt hostage to the frugality of the past, while uncertainty about the 
future loomed large in some donors’ minds. Fundraisers reinforced this uncertainty 
exists, describing donors’ fears about the future and whether they will have enough to 
provide for themselves and their family.
We lived very frugally – too damned frugally. (mAjOR DONOR)
One doesn’t know about one’s old age. So one has to plan for that. (mAjOR DONOR)
values 
Espoused personal value systems were often identified by donors and fundraisers as 
the foundation for giving. Fundraiser respondents speak of values as a key motivator for 
donors, particularly the major kind: they give because their values align with that of an 
organisation or cause. It is something they believe in.
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It has to come from your own values. (mAjOR DONOR)
Major gifts tend to be about values, about common values between the 
organisation, the values of the person and how those in fact reflect each other. 
(SyDNEy BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
A sense of responsibility was one of the key values identified by participating donors, 
with many (but certainly not all) reporting a sense of ‘noblesse oblige’.
We very much have a family philosophy of – my husband quotes Rose Kennedy: 
“To those who much is given, much is expected”. We don’t spend our money on 
artwork. We don’t have fancy cars…We don’t believe in leaving [ it] to the children. 
So you’ve got these funds there and you want to do good for the community and 
give back. (mAjOR DONOR)
For others, particularly younger philanthropists, their decision was ‘guilt free’.
No, it wasn’t like time for me to give something back. It wasn’t like, you know, 
Australia’s done a lot for me. (mAjOR DONOR)
At the other extreme were comments that there is no inherent sense of responsibility 
to ‘give back’ in the ultra-wealthy. Some suggest much is said about giving and little 
done due to an abiding interest in their money for its own sake. The sense that for 
many wealthy people, every dollar really counts comes across in the study.
The majority of extremely wealthy people have a somewhat superficial sense of 
concern about causes…the majority of them are extremely focused on how to 
continue to increase their wealth. They don’t feel a sense of responsibility really. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
A rich person can write you a million dollar cheque. But they’re programmed to think 
and to bargain for and think about the difference between zero and any number 
they’re giving you. (mAjOR DONOR)
Religious beliefs also brokered the imperative to give for some donors.
I’m a Bible based Christian. Therefore I have a very simple view, which is that those 
things which I have in terms of wealth and wellbeing are all Biblically there by the 
Great – and then in any way to seek to pass those benefits on and claim personal 
credit for them is an insult, an admonishment and a confusion about what it is 
that’s going on. That gives me wealth. (mAjOR DONOR)
Gender 
One participant sees clear links between gender and giving behaviour but gender did not 
rate many mentions in this study.
Men like to be seen to be doing what their mates are doing. I think women perhaps 
give to [softer things, preferring to give to] refugees or to children’s things more. 
Now the figures might show me to be quite wrong, but in my understanding really, 
for example, the people caring for refugees here, it’s mainly women who are 
involved. (mAjOR DONOR)
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Theme summary
This theme emphasises factors around and within a donor that propel them a particular 
way of thinking and acting about giving. A family heritage of generosity, not necessarily 
major giving but certainly community-mindedness is reflected upon by givers. Occasionally, 
through the generations the giving had turned people away from high levels of generosity 
but in general this socialisation was a strong factor in donor giving today. It also is reflected 
in the wish to engage their own children in considering the community rather than just 
themselves. Values stand out as beacons in people’s giving. Giving is intrinsically a part 
of who they are and what their life stands for. The givers in this study and the fundraisers 
reflect that financial security is not so much about a dollar amount but rather a state of 
mind. Some respondents are aghast that Australians of significant financial ability seem 
afraid to part with any of their money, no matter how worthy the cause.
4.4  FUNDRAISER ChARACTERISTICS
Both donor and fundraiser respondents hold some vibrant opinions about the role and 
qualities needed in a major gift fundraiser. 
Donor perspectives
Many donor participants have had only limited 
involvement with professional fundraisers. Many 
others seem unaware of the fundraiser role in the 
process: they are mindful understandably more so 
of dealing with the chair, Chief Executive Officer 
(CEO) or a board member whom they may know. 
For many, there seems little consciousness of 
fundraisers as part of their interaction with the 
giving scenario. This is despite the likelihood 
that the fundraiser has done much of the behind 
the scenes work in locating, researching and 
strategising the best way to engage that person 
in the work of the organisation. 
For those who have direct interaction with 
fundraisers, experiences are mixed and poor 
instances clearly impact giving decisions and 
whether givers recommend that cause to others.
For many, this relationship between fundraiser 
and giver makes the difference between a 
long term, commitment to the cause and 
disengagement.
•	 I’ve had a lot to do with different fundraisers 
and they really vary. You get your fantastic 
fundraisers…If [name] came to me tomorrow 
with a project, I’d look at it straightaway…Other 
fundraisers who I’ve had relationships with in the 
past, I really would not recommend that project.
•	 The little 22 year old development officer comes 
over with her décolleté and looks at Mr…“Hope 
you have a nice time,” – and Mrs...is just there 
and hating it. 
•	 She is just such a lovely, friendly person. She 
knows what she’s talking about. She seems to 
be very efficient. 
•	 Well the positive ones have been where I’ve 
known the people, sometimes very well, 
sometimes not quite so well, but they’ve 
come to see me personally, armed with good 
information, talking about it in a professional 
way…somebody I could relate to, and 
somebody who I felt was genuine in supporting 
the cause and, see I think these relationships 
are very important.
•	 Look many, many times you give to an 
organisation and then the fundraiser is 
poached from it by another organisation. 
Your relationship totally ceases…the previous 
fundraiser should have left a good follow up 
plan…Similarly, the new management team 
should have jumped straight in: “Who has 
given money?” and followed up.
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Donor perspectives
Some donors bring the added perspective of 
being volunteer fundraisers themselves on capital 
and major gift campaigns, although with varying 
degrees of experience and success.
More experienced donor campaigners have seen 
better outcomes from employing professionals.
•	 Calling around to people and asking if they want 
to donate again. It can be hard, people may not 
be in the same financial position they were a year 
ago and they may not feel [able] to donate again
•	 If you can get that professional advice in there, 
or professional support by a person who’s had 
experience in previous appeals, then that often 
is the difference between success and failure.
Fundraiser perspectives
Given the experience depth of the major gift 
fundraisers in our study, it is not surprising that 
again, some mirror image comments to what 
donors say are evident: these respondents have 
worked for many years with donors and have 
come to understand their perspective.
A particular convergence of responses is seen 
in the emphasis by both on relationships and the 
ability to initiate, build and maintain them. 
However, a lively debate arose as to whether in 
reality the donor’s bond is with the organisation 
or with the individual connecting them to it – often 
a fundraiser.
•	 It’s a shared journey, you have the same vision. 
If you deliver it successfully, you’re helping 
them to achieve their goals as much as you 
are the institution.
•	 We act as facilitators, I think, between potential 
supporters and our organisations.
•	 People believe in the cause but it’s also the 
person that they have the most contact with. 
•	 Ultimately they have to be giving to the 
organisation...one of the worst things that you 
can do in an organisation is build it up…where 
there’s too much emphasis on giving to the 
individual who is there. 
•	 I strongly believe that if you are about to leave 
the organisation that you make it clear to the 
people with whom you have been developing 
that relationship that the organisation is very 
worthy of support.
Fundraiser skills
While the successful fundraisers in this study come from a variety of professional 
backgrounds, there is general agreement that an array of skills and qualities are needed 
for the role including strengths in: 
•	 Verbal, written and interpersonal 
communication, especially empathy 
and listening 
•	 Facilitation
•	 People management, especially 
volunteer management
•	 Teamwork
•	 Sales
•	 Customer service
•	 Attention to detail
•	 Common sense
•	 Time management
•	 Budgeting
•	 Training
•	 Planning
•	 Integrity/ethics
•	 Cause knowledge and passion
•	 Motivation and inspiration
•	 Confidence
•	 Goal orientation
•	 Patience
•	 Persistence
•	 Resilience
•	 Openness and friendliness
•	 Open-mindedness
•	 Tact and discretion
•	 Ethic of hard work
•	 Professionalism
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Key amongst these for fundraiser respondents were passion for the cause and integrity.
We represent causes because we believe in them and commit our talents and 
passions. (BRISBANE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
Belief that fundraising has the power to change the world and that people derive 
great satisfaction from the joy of giving – we are here to facilitate that. (BRISBANE 
BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
[ If ] we don’t have integrity with what we’re doing, then we shouldn’t be doing it. 
(mELBOURNE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
Theme summary
The character and role of the fundraiser is explored by respondents as another key player 
in the major giving equation. If poorly executed, it can kill a giving relationship. The role 
though, is invisible to many donors, perhaps not surprising given that a lot of fundraising 
work is behind the scenes, researching, supporting and preparing the most appropriate 
direct contact for a donor, which is often not the fundraiser. In some circumstances, 
the fundraiser is recognised as a lynchpin in the relationship the donor has built and 
enjoys with the organisation they are supporting. For those donors who have doubled as 
campaign leaders and askers, there is clear appreciation of the professionalism needed 
in a full time fundraising role. 
Fundraisers emphasise passion and integrity as at the heart of being a professional 
fundraiser. An array of skills is seen as part of the job, revealing a mix of communication, 
marketing and management requirements in the major gift role. Relationships are 
heavily underlined as being what fundraising is about, especially in the major gifts world. 
Professionalism demands that the fundraiser acts at all times as a representative of 
their cause, even when they may have moved to another nonprofit organisation. The 
skill according to respondents is to blend and build a sincere individual relationship with 
a donor as well as building a more widely based organisational relationship with them 
simultaneously.
 4.5 DONOR DECISION-mAKING
The data journey so far has set the scene for giving to occur. Respondents have told 
a tale of influences swirling around donors in varying degrees from:
•	 the wider context (overseas philanthropy benchmarks, government, media, the 
economy, the generational divides);
•	 from family; 
•	 from within (values and perceptions of personal wealth); and often also
•	 from fundraisers.
This next theme takes the story forward to the action point: where the person really 
meets the cause and chooses to act on a giving impulse – or not. The preceding data 
has fleshed out fundraiser characteristics that may sometimes be part of this momentum 
to give. This section captures what donors and fundraisers shared in the study about the 
decision process, specifically:
•	 what triggers donors’ giving;
•	 what motivates them to give to a particular area and keep on giving;
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•	 donors planning behaviours and the resources and information sources used to 
facilitate such planning;
•	 factors within the recipient organisation that are looked at as part of the decision path;
•	 how timing of gifts is decided;
•	 choosing whether to publicise giving;
•	 deciding to give again; and 
•	 the choice to improve giving.
Fundraiser perspectives on these factors are presented in counterpoint to donor 
perspectives. 
Trigger event : f loundering, legacy, lightning bolts and the potency of peers
Fundraisers comment that donors sometimes do not know where to start with major giving.
There are still a hell of a lot of high net worth individuals who haven’t got a 
philanthropic plan in place let alone a philanthropic structure of dealing with it. 
A lot of them I would imagine perhaps don’t know where to start.  
(BRISBANE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
Donors propose several triggers to their giving. Some participants are locked into giving 
structures and intents by previous generations, while others, impelled to their first giving 
by a lightning realisation of community need.
He [family member] came from a very simple family and he had to…do all sorts of 
work in order to get through and then we got his scholarship to London, it paid his 
fare and his fees but nothing to live on and he had a hell of a time and I know that 
that was probably the basis of saying, “Look if there’s any spare cash when we’re 
no longer here then that’s what we will put it to”. (mAjOR DONOR)
The shock of the reality that [place] , my town or city, is perhaps becoming 
economically blighted, really shook me up and I think was another of those critical 
times when my resolve to do what I can to assist the community really set itself in 
concrete…addressing this socio-economic situation must be a priority.  
(mAjOR DONOR)
Younger philanthropists report postponing decisions.
Eventually, you just think well you just know you don’t have to, you’re not under 
pressure to start the giving, it’ll happen when you’re ready to. (mAjOR DONOR)
No respondents mentioned contact with a fundraiser as having triggered their initial 
giving, though it seems likely this may relate more to how donors see their own initiative 
in the process than to no fundraiser involvement. It may also suggest that fundraisers 
figure more in the decision process for established givers rather than for those embarking 
on their first giving expedition. 
The strongest finding, in fact, about what triggers initial giving comes from the many 
participants who spoke of responding to appeals from friends or acquaintances, 
particularly when they coincided with established interests.
So I knew the person that was going to be the operator and I trusted her approach. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
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I met this lady, this girl, that was friends with a friend, and she told me that’s what 
she’s involved in…and then I saw what they’re doing…I thought, why not?  
(mAjOR DONOR)
Some were ‘managed’ peer appeals.
Back to my [artiste] again, they have a patron who is fairly high profile and they 
arranged for people with whom they have a relationship to have dinner at this 
person’s house; they did a little performance; there was absolutely no pressure 
or  obligation but it was quite clear that the people who were there are people 
who they felt may be able to do a bit more in support of them. That was what 
really took us to the first step. (mAjOR DONOR)
Hearing from someone notable also is reported as a common trigger.
When you had a bloke sitting there and he’s telling you how he’s going to give away 
$200 million it’s quite an experience. (mAjOR DONOR)
Often this reliance on peer networks and knowing someone continues on as a preferred 
pattern in giving decisions.
I’ll have that Eureka moment where I think, “oh this is the right contact, this is the 
right person”. (mAjOR DONOR)
It is pretty much who you meet. We have quite an active network. (mAjOR DONOR)
Sometimes I’ll ring up an organisation that I know that’s supported the same 
people, project or whatever and say, “Well, what did you think?” you know, 
“How did it go?” to get some feedback. (mAjOR DONOR)
I generally ask some other people I know whether they know anything about it and 
whether they think they do good work and that sort of stuff. (mAjOR DONOR)
For many, peers are essential to the giving decision. They do not give unless the cause 
has been introduced by a peer or through an established relationship, emphasising that 
because major gifts are a major investment they need this added layer of trust to make 
this more weighty decision.
Somebody approached me. This was from the organisation itself, so not a friend, 
and I think that they were probably not quite, well because I didn’t know them. 
So, that’s a difficulty to overcome first off, if you don’t know somebody when 
you’re considering an important donation. (mAjOR DONOR)
Some donor respondents reflect that peer pressure plays at least some part at times in 
their decision to give. 
It was because they were high profile businessmen, quite frankly, who liked to jump 
up and show to their mates that they were generous and it was led by a couple of 
high profile people. (mAjOR DONOR)
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Some donors try to apply this peer principle when working on fundraising committees 
themselves and also see it as a fallible method at times.
I sort of go in and try and say, “Look, I give to this”. “It’s a great organisation, 
why don’t you give it a crack?” (mAjOR DONOR)
I thought I will give a lunch for women in the same way and explain to them that this 
was why I gave and that I’m sure they would be interested in supporting it when it 
was just starting and I just got no response with that attitude at all. (mAjOR DONOR)
You can only ask your circle of friends so much. (mAjOR DONOR)
Fundraisers repeatedly speak of the importance of having the right person asking for a 
major gift. In most cases, a peer is felt also by fundraisers to be the most appropriate. The 
difficulty is finding that someone who has an existing relationship with the potential donor. 
Peer-to-peer, so it’s the right person making the ask (pERTh BASED,  
IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
This can be a very powerful tool usually far more effective than any ask by a 
professional fundraiser. (SyDNEy BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
These [peers] are absolutely critical to the major gift cultivation and solicitation 
process. (BRISBANE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
One of the most successful ways of doing major gifts is getting a peer to ask a 
peer. (SyDNEy BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
You talk about people giving to people. That’s what it is…rather than throwing a 
major gifts officer in front of them saying, “We’ve got this fantastic case, we know 
you’ll love it”…we spend the time to make sure that we find the right relationships 
and get the right connection to be able to position those higher institutional values 
or organisational values to a donor. We use the people that have the relationships. 
(SyDNEy BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
The right asker, ideally who has given a sizeable donation and is a peer of the 
potential donor. (BRISBANE BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
Interest in the cause
Once people are alive to the possibility of giving through peers or whatever trigger, 
the logical next question is which cause(s) to support. Donor participants are giving 
to causes that interest or move them to at least some degree. Sometimes the cause 
interest develops from:
•	 personal	reflection – Your values, the stuff that matters to you, particular 
experiences in your life…what sort of outcomes you think you’d like to achieve. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
•	 personal	connections – If they have a personal connection with them. [Name] in 
his early days would go down to the [protests] and all that kind of stuff and I think that 
has formed part of the reason why he donates to [organisation]. (mAjOR DONOR)
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•	 family	interests – So I did, I went straight to [educational organisation] where 
we had sent two of our kids... and said the same thing, “I’ve got $10,000 in my 
pocket”. Well, he locked the door and wouldn’t let me out. (mAjOR DONOR)
•	 hearing	a	lot	about	the	cause	publicly – People can so readily identify with the 
cause of, you know, “Look, this is an important cause, children’s health”. It makes a 
huge difference. (mAjOR DONOR)
•	 established	processes	and	preferences,	diverse	as	these	may	be – I try to 
just be more supportive of the smaller, less sophisticated organisations that aren’t 
known in the community and don’t get coverage in the media. (mAjOR DONOR)
 So obscurity, I’m not going to give to obscure organisations. (mAjOR DONOR)
For younger philanthropists, the general passion is there but the particular cause may be 
yet to materialise.
I spent quite a bit of time looking for my issue, my one thing, the thing that all of a 
sudden I would discover and that’s it, it’s the thing I’m always going to be involved 
in and support. I realise there isn’t one for me, there’s a whole lot of things. It took 
me quite a long time to accept that that was okay. (mAjOR DONOR)
Some participants mentioned the decision not to support particular causes, as part of 
their choices.
Religions that will frown upon homosexuality…I don’t find helpful. The same 
about abortion…I don’t like those value judgments…So that would be a definite 
no-no…my donations are with disadvantaged young people, the last thing those 
kids need to hear about is that they’re sinful. So, no, we don’t put support there. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
A lack of knowledge may be a barrier to giving in particular areas as time goes on.
I [would] really like to get more involved in giving to Indigenous causes and again 
it is one of those things, the more I know the more reluctant I become to take the 
plunge. The more research I do the more confused I become and the less sure I am 
that anything I give will be effective. So in the end I don’t do it. (mAjOR DONOR)
Donors are happy though to seek information themselves and say technology has made 
this process much easier.
With the evolution also of Google and [the] Internet, if you are looking for something 
it’s a lot easier. So the Internet and technology are really, really of huge benefit to 
all of these things. (mAjOR DONOR)
Supportive Infrastructure has been useful in initiating and sustaining interest by donors in 
philanthropy more generally. Organisations like Philanthropy Australia, Artsupport, ABAF have 
proved helpful to many fledgling givers and are mentioned specifically by donor respondents.8 
8 See: http://www.philanthropy.org.au/; http://www.australiacouncil.gov.au/philanthropy/
artsupport_australia; and http://www.abaf.org.au/ for more information on these 
organisations.
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Well I would say if you didn’t have a particular focus or passion already, if there 
was not a particular organisation you were set to give to, then I think groups like 
Philanthropy Australia and Artsupport Australia and those other groups that are 
there to facilitate philanthropy are your first base. (mAjOR DONOR)
For many participants cause interest can stem from an:
•	 established	passion – It just was a big passion. He just loves it. (mAjOR DONOR)
•	 one	progressively	developing	through	ongoing	involvement	– It’s just been 
five or six years’ experience and involvement and getting there and getting hands 
on experience. Getting your hands dirty with it and meeting people and after a 
while you get very committed to it, I am hoping I can get so far that I’m obsessive 
about it or almost evangelical. (mAjOR DONOR)
Donors do indeed become evangelical about their causes and interviewees shared this 
passion and their frustration about too few funds flowing into their areas of greatest interest.
I think it’s quite hard to get someone to give to heritage. It’s a lot easier to the heart 
string issues, human being issues. (mAjOR DONOR)
Here’s a massive need for grants and other bodies who can help support artists. It’s 
often something that is very hard to maintain for people, they’re often working a day 
job, trying to do their art outside of those hours, having very little money to be able to 
support themselves in that realm, so I think it’s absolutely essential for lots of people. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
Fundraiser respondents similarly report donors giving because of a strong connection 
to the cause.
For us it’s a combination of having experienced it or have a family member experience 
it…it’s because of their own connection. (pERTh BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
It’s what personally touches you…I mean, who are the largest fundraisers in the 
country? The churches. Why? Because people go to church. (pERTh BASED, 
FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
We find that that is probably the strongest thing from a decision-making point of 
view from the donors, is experience. (pERTh BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
However, this sense of connection can vary across cause areas. The notion of causes 
having a natural constituency was raised. As one fundraiser in higher education noted, 
‘Our alums are probably our biggest supporter’. 
Passion for the cause was also raised as a significant factor in cause choice by 
fundraisers, as with donors. 
I think it has to be something that they’re passionate about and they want to 
create some meaningful change in an area that they believe in. (BRISBANE BASED, 
IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
I can’t say it in one word but empathy, passion and a deep belief and connection 
with the cause. (BRISBANE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
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You’re not necessarily going to give to the best run nonprofit in the country. You’re 
going to give to the one that means the most. (BRISBANE BASED, FUNDRAISING 
CONSULTANT)
Some fundraisers highlight that the donor motivations they encounter are multiple and 
complex.
A combination of one or more factors – knowledge of the good work undertaken 
by the charity; personal connection; fiscal record of the charity; the desire to 
want to have an impact/make a difference in a significant way; because they 
were approached/ cultivated/ asked for support in a highly professional manner. 
(BRISBANE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
They’re looking for the power and the prestige and the connection but they also 
want to make a difference because the entity is something they feel very strongly 
and very passionately about so I think it is a mix of multiple objectives with a 
degree of self-interest, which is fine. (BRISBANE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
planning Behaviour: Budgets, Strategy, philosophy, Lifetime Giving, 
Infrastructures and the Next Generations
Once an interest in a cause has been established, donor participants commonly report 
becoming engaged in some form of planning. Some major donors: 
•	 were	planning	to	plan	– I’ll probably have to, at some point, sit down and work 
out what my budget is because otherwise I am going to land up getting enticed by 
any concept and then you get to…paying your tax bill and you haven’t got enough 
cash in your account. (mAjOR DONOR)
•	 were	keen	to	advise	others	about	what	they	needed	to	plan – Now what you 
need to do is determine your utility. Do you want to give with fame or do you want 
to give with impact? Do you want to be involved in what you give in, and that will 
determine the rate at which you give and the pattern of your giving…what causes 
motivate you and excite you? Are you sure having told me what those causes are, 
are you sure that the organisations that you’ve identified are effective, can change 
and can impact on the issue that you want to change? (mAjOR DONOR)
•	 had	big	picture	strategic	plans – You should split, you should always have a bit 
of where your passion is, a bit of hardship and a bit of just community sort of stuff. 
I think you need to mix it. (mAjOR DONOR)
•	 had	financial	management	plans	to	optimise	their	giving	– One of the first 
decisions that [name] and I made was that we would try to limit all our costs to a quarter 
of our income, that we would try to give half our income in grants and scholarships and 
that at least a quarter of our income we would reinvest. (mAjOR DONOR)
•	 had	simple	accounting	processes	– my accounting system makes it easier for 
me to just make a donation for this year. (mAjOR DONOR)
•	 were	often	extremely	flexible	in	their	planning,	especially	those	with	
extensive capacities to give – We’re still very flexible at this stage. Whilst I’ve got 
a budget of maybe two million, if we go over or if we go under, we’re not fussed. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
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Most preferred not to commit for extended periods due to:
•	 concerns	with	organisational	complacency	– There’s some stuff I do every 
year but I haven’t actually said to the organisation I will always do this. So there’s a 
bit of a, not so much an out clause but I just think, I don’t think it should necessarily 
be expected. I think people can get a bit, you know, they take something for 
granted. (mAjOR DONOR)
•	 global	economic	conditions – Of course, given the GFC as people like to call it, 
there’s a type of conservatism that exists that perhaps wouldn’t have existed a few 
years ago in terms of making long term commitments. We do them but not with 
every request we’re given. (mAjOR DONOR)
•	 an	intent	to	stay	focused	on	one	cause	at	a	time – You know I kind of 
compartmentalise things a bit, in a sense, okay this is what I’m supporting at the 
moment and that’s my commitment for this year and so I then kind of close myself 
off for new things for a period of time. (mAjOR DONOR)
Intergenerational planning is mixed. Most preferred to see the results of their gift 
immediately. While others had made bequests for their particular causes:
I’d rather give it now, as I say, because it can be tax deductible and I see the 
benefits. So I haven’t made any bequests. (mAjOR DONOR)
I’ve just revised my Will and I’ve included some organisations in there.  
(mAjOR DONOR)
The development of supportive infrastructure was seen as a way to manage the 
giving process and carry forward personal intentions through the generations. These 
bring their own range of decisions as time and giving experiences progress. As one 
fundraiser comments:
They would perhaps be doing their own sort of due diligence. They’ve been 
thinking about it as an individual or as a family and if they came across some of 
the various models they’d be instantly more informed. Then they could go to their 
accountant or solicitor or private wealth manager and say well look, as part of our 
family’s private wealth management, we want to also introduce a charitable side. 
What can you suggest? (BRISBANE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
Donors raise various aspects of infrastructure for giving.
The PPF (now PAF) structure is also useful in developing giving capacity.
In terms of having a PPF or not having any structure at all, well I do think having 
invested the time, the money and you know got involved in the administration of it, 
I certainly am more focused than I think I might otherwise be. (mAjOR DONOR)
Some donors have found the community foundation model meets their needs.
The foundation is an intermediary between me and the organisation and that’s a 
model that works for me at the moment…the foundation looks after the investment 
side of it and that’s good because I don’t have a head for that sort of thing. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
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The model appealed to me and so I set up a fund…and have given money every 
year since then. So I’m building up a significant fund as well as I often give money 
each year to be spent in that year as well. So I do both. Because I kind of want to 
have some immediate impact as well as build it up over a longer period of time. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
I’m really interested in getting good outcomes…[that’s] why I was so attracted to 
the idea of a community foundation. (mAjOR DONOR)
Others have had mixed experience with the processes involved.
It takes quite a while to allocate an amount. You know you have to notify them, then 
they have to put it through their board and often if you just missed their meeting 
once a month sometimes it could be up to two months…if it’s an emergency…we 
just write a cheque…because sometimes it has to be quick. (mAjOR DONOR)
Involvement of family members varied.
They [the children] should be allowed to follow their passions. I’m thrilled if one 
of them is interested but otherwise I told them to give it to a trustee company 
and, you know, they’ll look after it and then one day they might want to take 
back running it if somebody is particularly passionate about it. (mAjOR DONOR)
But for others there were no plans for personal giving beyond the grave.
That’s it. There’s no suggestion that we might leave a legacy – it will all go to our 
kids. (mAjOR DONOR)
professional advisers
The table below presents fundraiser and donor perspectives on the use of professional 
advisers.
Fundraiser perspectives
Nonprofit participants are noticing an increasing 
trend towards donors seeking professional 
financial advice when making major charitable 
gifts. Likewise, previous studies (Madden 2004; 
2009; Madden and Newton 2006) find Australian 
advisory firms are more and more interested in 
moving into this space because of the value-add 
it offers their clients.
In particular, financial advisers can assist clients 
who have decided to make a charitable gift in 
choosing the most appropriate vehicle in their 
circumstances, taking tax, investments, and 
estate planning into account.
•	 There is that sort of that movement towards 
that, especially for financial planners actually 
seeing the value of giving good advice on giving. 
And I think that’s going to…The old days of mum 
and dad just trying to figure it out are long gone.
•	 Private wealth managers and financial advisers 
need to be becoming now more and more 
informed about the various charitable sectors 
so that they can provide the advice that their 
clients are paying handsomely for and expect. 
•	 The add-on for their clients is big value. 
•	 Financial planners can become really quite 
useful when you’re looking at a bequest 
program as well as major gifts from donations. 
So personally, I think it’s a really strong area of 
growth that most not for profit organisations 
should really start to look at that sector and sort 
of get some of these financial planners on board 
and become friends with them.
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Fundraiser perspectives
However, while professional advisers have a 
huge potential in providing clients with top notch 
advice, there are inconsistencies in advisers’ 
capacity to provide this advice.
•	 For many people, there are tax benefits in giving 
some of their wealth away before they die rather 
than hanging on to it…without good financial 
advice they never consider that.
•	 [They] aren’t necessarily understanding the 
best way of doing it…quite often the planners 
themselves aren’t equipped with the knowledge.
Donor perspectives
Very few donor participants in this study use 
financial advisors to inform their decision-making. 
Many held a strong sense of independence and 
personal ability to determine how they would set 
up their giving.
Some have experience in talking to other potential 
major donors and professional advisers’ HNW 
clients about the intricacies of giving or giving 
structures.
For those that did work with financial advisors on 
their giving, it was because they didn’t believe 
they had those skills themselves.
Established and high end givers had access to 
in-house financial expertise.
•	 No, I’m not someone really in favour of financial 
advisers...but I mean, people do have faith in 
them and use their services. 
•	 So if I can speak at one of their seminars I 
don’t mind doing that. I just have difficulty with 
financial advice for myself.
•	 I don’t know, I guess I’m just – it could be my 
age, I’m cynical about financial advisers. I get 
my financial advice from my accountant or from 
the bank.
•	 I try and keep it fairly simple from the financial 
side of things as well. I’ve got someone who’s a 
bit of a financial adviser who kind of helps me on 
that side, because again, that’s not my strength.
•	 The family has their own family office…it was all 
done through them.
Key elements of the organisation: hygiene factors and trust
Having considered the nature of the cause itself, donors turn to the nature of the 
organisation as a further logical step in their decision path. 
Fundraisers comment on hygiene factors,9 drawing on Frederick Herzberg’s motivation-
hygiene theory to refer in this instance to the basic elements that need to be in place for a 
major gift to be successful. These are not necessarily the reasons that people give, but if 
not done right, they can be the reasons that people do not give. They include aspects like 
tax deductibility and effective governance. Fundraisers recognise and donors emphasise 
these elements. However, while vital, more is needed beyond these hygiene factors to 
build enough trust to give at major levels. This section reports what respondents say 
about these multiple organisational aspects, moving particularly through tax deductibility 
and effective governance, about which both fundraisers and donors are vocal in their 
criticisms. It moves on to consider the highly intangible but powerfully motivating factor 
of trust both in the organisation and its ability to make a real community difference.
hygiene factors
Issues that could be termed ‘hygiene factors’ figure in both donor and fundraiser comments.
I think there are some hygiene factors that need to be got over...[they are] the 
necessary things that might turn donors off…So you need to have your tax 
deductibility sorted out. You need to have good management and a good board, 
et cetera. These don’t convince people to give but if any of them stink they’re likely 
to make the donor go another way. (BRISBANE BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
9  See: Ross and Segal (2008).
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I’ve got to think that it is a worthwhile cause and that the outcomes – that there are 
achievable outcomes. So that is the first assumption and then I’ve got to think that 
they’ve got a reasonable prospect of doing [it] , so the way they’re set up.  
(mAjOR DONOR)
Tax deductibility
Factors such as DGR status for tax purposes are indeed also raised by donors.
I must say, if it’s tax deductible, I give twice as much and in fact I very much look to 
making tax deductible donations. (mAjOR DONOR)
However, while almost universally required by philanthropic sources, tax deductibility is 
not absolutely critical to all. Some philanthropic organisations have won greater flexibility.
Well we’re actually one of the few nonprofit organisations who can actually donate 
to individuals. We can donate to anyone, they don’t even need to have an ABN.  
(mAjOR DONOR)
Others were expecting charities to be able to help them more with a tax fit.
I couldn’t change the terms of reference and I felt that [organisation] didn’t do 
anything to help me change it. (mAjOR DONOR)
Effective governance
Fundraiser respondents are alert to donor concerns about organisational effectiveness 
and governance.
Fear that their money will not be spent in the way they want. (BRISBANE BASED, 
IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
Concern whether or not their money will actually achieve what they want it to 
achieve. Will it be swallowed up in administration costs or will it actually deliver 
the outcomes the person would want? That is a key. (BRISBANE BASED, IN-hOUSE 
FUNDRAISER)
They recommend it is vital to address potential giving barriers in the mind of possible 
supporters by proactively offering information and resources to reassure donors as they 
go through their due diligence steps about giving to an organisation. 
There are a lot of sleepers out there that aren’t necessarily waiting to be engaged but 
are I suppose becoming a lot more proactive and seeking out and doing their own 
research so they’re looking at us while we’re looking at them. (BRISBANE BASED, 
IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
They’ll look at the whole of the organisation to see whether in fact it is well run…
it has the right strategic priorities to be able to help deliver the things that are 
important to them. They start at the top and look at whether it’s on the right track. 
That of course brings in issues of credibility, transparency, accountability. Those 
are important. (SyDNEy BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
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Give that information to them so they can suss out that information at their 
own pace and in their own leisure time. You look like you’re a very professional 
organisation, you’re providing some immediate answers to them and hopefully they 
will be the ones that approach you. (BRISBANE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
Donors relate that they judge the effectiveness of the organisation’s governance and 
credentials in various ways before deciding if it is worth an investment. Reputations for 
instance can be established by word of mouth and some due diligence.
Then I might contact people or organisations that they have collaborated with in the 
past and find out what they were like to deal with. (mAjOR DONOR)
Donors commonly make a smaller donation to an organisation and monitor how the 
experience goes before investing a substantial donation.
You can learn a lot about an organisation by seeing how they deal with that sort of 
low level activity. (mAjOR DONOR) 
The expectation is that cause representatives value each and every contact and 
sometimes that expectation is not met.
They should have handled their potential givers a bit better in terms of whoever is 
left in charge, should at least know the basics about how to massage somebody 
who comes in almost cold as a result of the direct mail that you’re going to get if 
you’re lucky, maybe, 0.1 percent of a response. You don’t want to miss that one. 
Well, they did. (mAjOR DONOR) 
[ I ] went to the scholarships office and said, “Righto I’ve got $10,000 in my pocket… 
How can I organise some scholarships with you?” And the answer come back, 
“We don’t do that sort of thing”…They’re terribly embarrassed about that now. 
(mAjOR DONOR) 
The all important factor of knowing someone personally in the organisation comes into 
play as well.
Well, I look at who is on the fundraising committee or who is associated with that 
organisation. (mAjOR DONOR)
Reputation is often assumed as a result of general awareness raising by the organisation 
that has been effective in the marketplace.
Look, part of it is the PR surrounding the organisation. There are certain organisations 
out there that, you know, you tend to think are reliable. (mAjOR DONOR)
Donors also report often being acutely disappointed on matters of transparency and 
accountability, much of which they attribute to poor board performance. Bad experiences 
with transparency can result in the loss of even the most generous givers.
It was intended to give it to the [organisation] as I said but they made a mess of 
things…[we] decided that they couldn’t manage their way out of a paper bag. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
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Professionalism is crucially important.
I can’t cope with administrative inefficiency. I just – I can’t tolerate it. There’s no 
excuse. Okay [they] all get paid s*** when [they] work in the community sector for 
next to nothing, but I can’t handle things like finances that go missing, or reports 
that have typos on them, you know like I can’t handle little things like that when 
there’s computer programs to spell check and that kind of thing. (mAjOR DONOR)
In some quarters, a very poor perception concerning sector skills exists. 
Almost without exception, charitable organisations are ineffective in the way 
they use the – not by design, not by perversion, not by deliberate attempts to 
be ineffective. But the sad force of gravity is that many of the people serving in 
charitable organisations have nil productivity or business skills. It’s not about 
trying, it’s just they don’t have the apprenticeship and the background. If they do 
have strong skills, the culture surrounding many of those organisations doesn’t 
allow them to express those skills. In other words, you can’t be direct with people, 
you can’t insist on accountability, you can’t insist on deliverability and timeframe. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
There’s a massive leakage and loss in the charitable system which has a pervasive 
effect far beyond the dollars, which is because people know that. Or if they don’t 
know it, they sense it. They’re less inclined to give dollars and that’s one of the 
reasons why Australians give such a small fraction of what other cultures give. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
There’s some major problems…too much duplication, very high costs, a lot of 
administrative costs and marketing costs and as to whether they’re giving – 
getting good enough outcomes for the dollars given to them or invested in them. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
Fundraisers express concerns with governance from a different angle, suggesting that 
some of the issues donors worry about might lessen if boards were to better understand, 
support and resource major gift fundraising capacity.
There is that big chunk of CEOs and board members who have no concept of 
philanthropy. (mELBOURNE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
[There is a] lack of understanding about fundraising in organisations that do 
not have a culture of philanthropy and do not understand that fundraising is a 
management process. (BRISBANE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
Boards are unaware of what needs to happen to increase major gifts.  
(BRISBANE BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
The success or failure of major gift fundraising is the same as other fundraising. 
It comes down to the board. The majority of them are unskilled in that area 
and they don’t know how to go about hiring a fundraiser. (BRISBANE BASED, 
FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
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The experienced fundraisers in this study assert there is a need for organisations to 
see fundraising as an investment, and this is an aspect that only gradually seems to 
be changing according to fundraising respondents.
I think there’s been a reticence in organisations to see it as a profession, to see 
it as strategic, to see it as something where as you say if you invest – that word 
again – over a timeframe you can actually guarantee returns. (SyDNEy BASED, 
IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
It is finally being realised that it is far cheaper per dollar outlay to raise funds 
through major gifts. (SyDNEy BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
I think it’s changing so that various organisations are now seeing that it is actually 
something that should be important and should be regarded as a top management 
area. (mELBOURNE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER AND CONSULTANT)
I know of a few organisations, they’re only small, that are headed up by fundraisers 
that have gone from being second in charge of the show to CEO. I’ve seen that 
happen a few times in Melbourne in the last 12 or 18 months. (mELBOURNE BASED, 
IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
Trust : both in the organisation and its ability to make a dif ference  
Both fundraiser and donor respondents emphasise the organisation’s need to be basically 
worthy of winning major support. Both groups go on to point out much more is needed 
beyond hygiene factors to construct a scenario where a person is confident in placing a 
major donation. Trust and relationships are heavily cited as vital to the major gift scenario. 
Trust in the organisation
Some donors trust readily. For others, various aspects build or stifle their trust levels.
I don’t feel the need to come in and meet with the board, or sit in on a board 
meeting, like I don’t feel the need to get involved in the organisation’s running at all. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
I mean let’s assume that you can tick other boxes so that the company appears 
or the organisation appears to be well administered, that obviously is important...
assuming everything is equal in that respect, then the people are everything to me. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
I always hope that the donations are used well and for the purposes that you gave 
them and that’s why I give to certain things because I think the money is going to 
be used in the way that they say. (mAjOR DONOR)
Fundraiser respondents are alert to this quest for trust and speak often about trust in the 
organisation as a critical element in giving decisions.
It’s not enough to sell the project, people have to intrinsically understand and trust 
the organisation. (mELBOURNE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
[There are those donors that will say if you] provide a level of trust or level of 
accountability and stewardship appropriately well then I’m happy to give because 
I have faith in the leadership of your organisation…That trust factor, I think, is the 
critical piece. (SyDNEy BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
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making a major dif ference
Fundraisers speak of donors needing to trust that their major dollars will make a major 
difference, that they will have an outcome and their money will be used to achieve a goal.
I think one of the key things is what is my money going to do? How much of a 
difference is it going to make? (BRISBANE BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
They want to make sure that the money’s being used properly and they want to be 
kept informed. (SyDNEy BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
You need to show those people that this is what you are doing, the research is 
credible to date, you’re actually making a difference. (pERTh BASED, IN-hOUSE 
FUNDRAISER)
What else do donors report they look for in charitable organisations before making a 
giving decision and how do they like to be treated? A well buttressed and clear idea 
of the need they are being asked to fill is a must.
You’ve got [to get] a proper assessment of the need. As I said, you’ve got to 
develop a case that will attract people, appeal to people, hit the right button. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
Involvement with project workers to ground the message in reality is seen as helpful 
in grasping that need more fully.
To me, it just gives you the credibility, and they can use that opportunity, that 
opportunity is lost if you don’t take the project person along, the opportunity is lost 
to educate that donor about the realities of the work. (mAjOR DONOR)
Resource materials are helpful but heavily judged.
I think there’s a fine line between being super slick to the point where you look like 
you’ve actually got too much and being so grass roots that you look like you don’t 
know how to run the show. Like, there’s that delicate balance and so I think being 
able to promote the project and being able to have a good looking website that tells 
you everything you need to know, a few flashy photos, whatever, but then going too 
far where everything starts looking a bit like Vogue magazine and then I get put off 
‘cause it’s too commercial oriented. (mAjOR DONOR)
So too are other communication items from charities that donors support or are looking at.
Some of the religious organisations who apply for funding, I sometimes think they 
go overboard in the costs that they spend. You get these fancy invitations with pull 
out this and that. You’ve got the acceptance slip or the non-acceptance slip, two 
self-addressed envelopes. I think if they’ve spent $10,000 on these invites, they 
don’t need our funding. (mAjOR DONOR)
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Donors want to see relevant and engaging information.
I think probably a little bit like a dating site. You know, you want it to be real. 
You want a recent photo, you want a recent snapshot of what they’re doing. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
Others prefer the personal approach.
I rely on people a lot and it’s about trust. So for me it’s about having access to the 
right people who can give advice I need. So I tend to do stuff through people rather 
than go searching for something aimlessly. I try to find a person who can help me. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
I’ve got to think that the people are really passionately involved and also that they 
believe that my donation or that what I can do will be helpful and that they will be 
able to maintain some sort of relationship with me. (mAjOR DONOR)
General solicitation by letter or email thus is a largely unrewarding experience donors report.
We rarely respond to a direct mail campaign. We get dozens of letters each week. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
Donors are frustrated with poorly targeted approaches. 
Probably what they waste their time doing is just sending out mass emails...
because I look at some of these emails and I think...well if you’d done it properly 
you’d know that I’m not giving in that area...just do your homework and also run 
it like a business so return a phone call. (mAjOR DONOR)
Badly worded communication also comes in for criticism.
Some people are just rude to ask for money...it’s unbelievable some of the letters 
you get. It’s like demanding, like totally demanding and you know I’m not personally 
offended. I’m not nasty or anything. If it was still a good cause but some things 
you’re not convinced about and then someone writes a very demanding letter you 
get put off totally. (mAjOR DONOR)
When general mailouts are used, follow up arrangements are extremely important if 
potential givers are to be engaged. Early contact is a significant time of judgements 
being formed.
There is a small [arts company]. They have a Foundation and they have been 
sending out on an annual basis little letters saying, “We’ve got lots of projects 
and you could do this; you could do that; how about giving some money to the 
Foundation?”...I called the office on one occasion and it was a case of, “Oh, no 
well, the lady who looks after that, she’s away and you know, I can’t really help 
you”. So, they missed an opportunity there. (mAjOR DONOR)
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Approach by phone can also be relatively unproductive, especially if interrupting business.
As a business owner, we get a lot of phone calls getting, you know, can we give to 
this and this, and I just don’t take them. (mAjOR DONOR)
Giving is unlikely particularly when the fundraising methodology does not sit well with 
the giver.
I guess one area of concern for me is that so many of the phone calls you get are 
for raffles. You know, I prefer to give donations and also I guess I’ve seen problems 
with people gambling. I’m actually quite an anti-gambling person and I just don’t 
like this constant need for raffles and the like. But it seems to be a major part of 
charitable calls. (mAjOR DONOR)
When application processes are used, a straightforward approach is preferred.
When you’re making a decision on whether to give a major gift, a focussed 
application goes down much better with us. For example, we had [an organisation] 
applying for funding for their new project. It was a very broad, comprehensive 
program that would do a million things for a million people. I met several times 
with them but I really couldn’t get my head around it. In the end I said to them, 
“Look, you know, we’re not going to support this, it’s too broad”. We much prefer 
a focussed program. (mAjOR DONOR)
When choosing who to approach, participants suggest casting a wider net. 
…of course everybody asks the big companies for donations. (mAjOR DONOR)
Established philanthropists can be overwhelmed.
There are certain people who are called the wealthiest women, in the top 100 or 
something like that...they used to be the people you’d always go to and I think, 
“You people are always asked”. (mAjOR DONOR)
Deciding when to give
Timing may be everything. Donors often refer to the success or otherwise of an approach 
for a gift coming down to timing for them. Sometimes people are engaged in other activities.
[I ] always look at them and sometimes it’s a timing thing as well you know. It’s very 
spontaneous sometimes but other times it’s just you’re too busy. (mAjOR DONOR)
Or they may have just given to a similar cause.
They had a good project, the people were good but because I’d just given 120 to a 
[similar] organisation, timing was wrong. (mAjOR DONOR)
Early in the new financial year is often unacceptable due to tax reasons. Indeed, many 
participants go through a type of self-imposed cycle – allocating fund volumes at the 
beginning of the financial year, monitoring spending throughout the year and adjusting 
where necessary. April/May is often a time when donors identify funding they would like 
to allocate before the end of the financial year.
4.0 finDings
45a  t r a n s f o r m at i o n a l  r o l e
That’s another thing against donating in July...I won’t get the tax deduction for over 
twelve months. (mAjOR DONOR)
So we often do it in April/May sort of thing and then only because we don’t want 
to leave it for a whole year. Some companies get twice a year. So we do it in the 
half way. So we do it just around now [October] sort of thing as well. Then we start 
giving at the beginning of the year and then we see at the halfway mark sort of 
thing what have we got to give and it will be all distributed. (mAjOR DONOR)
Decision to publicise
The gift is made and now comes the choice to have that donation publicly acknowledged 
or held private. Many donors report some discomfort with this choice, preferring to ‘lead 
by example’ or stay ‘under the radar’. The issue of public recognition for gifts is a highly 
individual and personal decision not insignificantly impacted by the prevailing attitudes to 
wealth in Australia.
[In] my social circle is a lot of people who would sneer at people who are publicly 
acknowledged for what they give. (mAjOR DONOR)
When I first started I was very loath to promote much. I felt then as if it was blowing 
your bags a bit. (mAjOR DONOR)
Acknowledgment produces conflicting emotions for many donors.
It was very overwhelming and embarrassing I have to say, and I’m still slightly 
uncomfortable about it. But deep down, you know, I’m thrilled to bits.  
(mAjOR DONOR)
Some operate from a firm moral stance, particularly if there is any commercial rub-off 
from their giving. 
If you publicise a brand involvement somehow you’ve taken away one of the 
key elements that some of us at least would regard as being essential to charity, 
which is you give for the sake of the cause and not for the benefit that you receive. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
And others fear becoming overwhelmed with requests.
[You] don’t blow it around too much because as soon as people know you’re giving 
money you’re going to get a lot more phone calls. (mAjOR DONOR)
Understanding and meeting the individual expectations of donors with respect to public 
recognition is extremely important. 
Some people when they give a donation – I’m thinking of another fellow, he was 
expecting a whole lot of benefits. The organisation didn’t realise what he was after 
so, you know, it was a very difficult situation there. (mAjOR DONOR)
Many who show purposeful leadership have been convinced by others that their acts will 
help to change cultures and support a stronger philanthropic sector. 
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Those two organisations headed up by two terrific women wagged their finger at 
me almost. “If we don’t promote and push and encourage and do everything we 
can and really get involved, then the status quo is going to continue and we’ve got 
to do better”. So I think we’re improving. (mAjOR DONOR)
If you’re asked, “Will you, are you happy for your gift to be acknowledged or not?”, 
I think I’ve gone both ways, no, yes. [ I’m] coming around more now to ‘yes’ because 
I think it perhaps help to encourage others to give something. (mAjOR DONOR)
For some, there has been direct evidence of this, while others have seen little impact of 
their actions directly.
I haven’t done a lot of presentations, but I did one to a group of financial advisors 
and they then passed on the stories to people they were advising and anyway, 
someone set up a sub fund as a result of one of the presentations that I gave. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
[ I ] don’t really know, because I don’t get feedback, I don’t know whether there’s a 
lot of feedback about whether people are influenced. (mAjOR DONOR)
Leading by public example, nonetheless is seen by many respondents as an effective 
way of sustaining a culture of giving. 
I still think that that new wealth, somehow we’ve got to educate them to be more 
giving. (mAjOR DONOR)
They’re very much peer affected. At this function we did, they gave that night 
because, oh you know, so and so across the table was giving. It was great to see 
that happening. So the more we can encourage that the better. (mAjOR DONOR)
Other education strategies suggested by donors include spreading the message through 
publications and education sessions.
They can promote through their publications and through the seminars they 
have, the general question of the obligation of successful people to support 
worthy causes because those organisations, all of them, will have people who 
are generous givers. (mAjOR DONOR)
Deciding to give again
The first major gift may be either the beginning or the end of a potential long term, 
mutually satisfying relationship between cause and giver. Major donors emphasise that a 
‘once off’ gift and a donation to the ‘poor reputation bank’ will result if they are subjected 
to bad manners at any level. 
At the very least, donors expect small courtesies that make them feel valued like 
acknowledgement and receipts for gifts.
When you’re recommending a charity to your good friends who you’re hoping will 
give funds too, you really need to make sure that they’re sent a correct thank you, 
that their names are spelt correctly, they’re invited to functions. (mAjOR DONOR)
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Not being kept up to date is a consistent theme.
I can’t stress enough how important it is and how meaningful it is when they make an 
effort. When they make an effort by returning phone calls, by following up, by doing 
the things they say they’ll do, by working effectively. They might say we don’t have 
the ability to do that. I say well that’s fine but then don’t necessarily look to connect 
to people like me. (mAjOR DONOR)
It’s nice to hear back how the project is going because when I, these amounts of 
money that you’re talking, mentioning, they’re dealing with over $10,000, they’re 
usually for a project and you do like to hear how the project is progressing, and 
that can either be a telephone call or they usually send out a written document, 
a brief one, which I receive. (mAjOR DONOR)
Some donors appreciate becoming further involved in activities, while others do not. 
It’s nice to be asked to go along and see a bit of the program or listen to the 
musicians or look at the building that you’ve donated towards. (mAjOR DONOR)
They love getting around and standing about drinking and having a mutual 
admiration society and we don’t like it. We don’t go to them very much.  
(mAjOR DONOR)
Some see events as inefficiency.
We don’t want that at all. You know we want to see our money to go to the people 
in need. (mAjOR DONOR)
Personal involvement by the donor in the cause can initiate giving relationships by 
developing awareness.
I’m a bit more involved there so that’s good so I feel very comfortable giving 
more to them and I’ve upped the amount that I’ve given them each year in the last 
few years. I suppose because I’m involved, I see what they’re doing. I see their 
dedication, I see their commitment and the whole thing works so I’m a little bit 
on the inside there. (mAjOR DONOR)
It also allows quality control.
I’m reluctant to give unless I have personal involvement in what I’m giving to. I think 
it’s not a satisfaction point because I don’t really have the time to spend on more 
and more causes. (mAjOR DONOR)
I think I’ll continue to give where I have sussed the workers out…not the marketing 
people…the actual people that are delivering [the project]. (mAjOR DONOR)
Some donors though have little personal time.
I’m very time poor and to become involved with any of them on a personal level 
would just not work in my life. (mAjOR DONOR)
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Lack of response from cause agents and lack of outcomes may both also negate a 
repeat giving decision.
If they’re not coming back to me, does that actually mean that they don’t need it? 
So then you move on. (mAjOR DONOR)
We don’t say “We’re going to work with you for the next 10 years” however that 
might be a possibility in the future. I should qualify by saying that any long term 
(2 to 8 years) partnership would always fall under an annual review process in 
order to provide the [organisation] with the ability to assess the trajectory of the 
partnership and the associated outcomes and make an informed and confident 
decision before providing further funds. (mAjOR DONOR)
You’ll move on if something doesn’t work…you have got to get outcomes.  
(mAjOR DONOR)
Deciding to improve giving
Some donors wanted more opportunities to be more effective in their giving by 
comparing notes with other givers. They assert that what is lacking is the opportunity 
for learning from peers in a flexible and informal environment.
It would be great if there was some way for individuals who are givers to be able to 
network with each other...to meet a couple of people who have been giving for a 
while and see what’s...changed over time. (mAjOR DONOR)
It’s hard to think through this sort of thing on your own and you need somebody 
with the knowledge to have a facilitated discussion with you…For me anyway, 
you need to talk that through with someone...who maybe arrived in a similar 
situation or [ is] just more informed about the area you’re about to step in to. 
(mAjOR DONOR)
Theme summary
The decision to give is variously triggered. Some people wanting to act, flounder, 
not finding a trigger at all. Others are locked in by historic family giving – the trigger 
is tradition and obligation. Some people report an ‘aha’ moment of being struck by a 
need they think they can help fill. For most however, overwhelmingly this study points 
to peers as the most potent trigger to giving. The sentiment that emerges is that major 
giving, being a major investment requires due care. Comfort level is high with accepted 
opinion leaders – people donors respect and relate to. Peer pressure is reported as 
existing but not universally. For most, the giving was not about pressure but wish to 
invest in community wisely, with the assurance that those they see as opinion leaders 
on the matter of giving have so ‘invested’. Fundraisers too reinforced the impact of 
peers, speaking about the ‘fit’ between the person introducing the potential donor to 
the organisation and need and the person making the decision to give.
Once triggered, the urge to give needs direction. Major givers need to decide where they 
will invest their donations. Values again surge to the fore in donor comments, along with 
personal connections, family interests, highly publicised needs and strong philosophies 
of giving or giving preferences or objections. Some personal knowledge about a cause 
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area helps direct dollars that way and lack of knowledge or confidence directs dollars 
away from a cause. Technology is closing this knowledge gap with donors happily 
Googling what they want to know. Supportive intermediary groups may also fill this 
information gap. Passion also drives this decision and the choice may be driven by 
multiple factors.
Commonly at this point or earlier, some more in-depth planning takes place. Decisions 
about giving budgets, strategy, philosophy, a choice often toward giving while living, and 
consideration of infrastructures occupies donors along with decisions to involve – or 
absolve – next generations. Professional advisers are noted by more fundraisers than 
donors in this study as an increasing part of giving decisions.
Organisational factors are heavily considered in a major gift decision, with some factors 
being more ‘hygiene’ in nature, needing to be in place but insufficient alone to prompt 
major giving. The factors most raised by respondents are tax deductibility and effective 
governance, with the latter being an area where donors perceive the nonprofit sector 
is deficient. Fundraisers raise governance concerns from their own angle, decrying the 
understanding of boards to properly resource and support major gift activity. The second 
critical organisational factor cited by respondents is trust, both in the organisation and 
its ability to make a tangible community difference. Donors report various ways to test 
out and seek reassurance about an organisation to which they are considering giving 
a major donation. Fundraisers also have a strong awareness of the need to help build 
donor comfort and trusting relationships with the recipient organisation. Some outreach 
from organisations is seen as effective, such as personal approaches and snapshots of 
relevant, engaging information. Other fundraising techniques that reflect poor targeting 
or interrupt the business day are roundly criticised. 
Deciding when to give is highlighted as often the difference between giving and not 
giving. Time of year, timing of other donations and self-imposed cycles of giving all 
figure in donors’ decisions. Some anguish is evident about whether to allow gifts to be 
acknowledged publicly. Some donors mention that publicising giving just is not done in 
their peer or family sphere and would be regarded as some form of self-aggrandisement. 
Others are loath to leave themselves open to these charges if there is some chance of 
a business benefit flowing from the giving and diminishing what they see as an altruistic 
gesture. Some donors in contrast are very comfortable with acknowledgement, some 
almost having a ‘take up the cudgels’ attitude to being giving leaders and hoping their 
involvement will prompt others of similar means to engage. People with new wealth are 
highlighted as often needing some distinct role modelling of this type or being particularly 
likely to give initially through a wish to match their peers. Repeat giving is by no means 
assured. Much hinges on the level of care, courtesy, feedback and evidence of ongoing 
need conveyed by the recipient organisation. Donors express strong preferences for what 
responses they want – at least in this study. Whether this information is clear to nonprofit 
organisations may be another matter. The level of hands-on involvement sought varies 
greatly. A final decision that some donors report arising for them is the decision to hone 
their giving skills. Discussions with peers are seen as desired, but at an informal level, 
rather than existing structured avenues.
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4.6   COmmUNICATION ASpECTS OF ThE mAjOR GIFT 
TRANSACTION
What are the implications of this donor decision-making process for fundraisers and 
nonprofit organisations? In what ways and at what points along this decision path do they 
seek to assist with a decision to give? 
This section draws mainly on fundraiser commentary to describe what seasoned major 
gift fundraisers see as the most useful inputs they can have to the decision to make a 
major gift. Key sub-themes arising are:
•	 A personal, ideally peer-initiated major gift approach, at the right time for the right amount;
•	 Targeting the right potential supporters; 
•	 Donor-centred approaches; 
•	 Acknowledging donors; 
•	 Providing feedback; 
•	 Building engagement; 
•	 Perceptions of efficiency; and 
•	 Donor satisfaction.
As the crossover of these persistent threads with the previous theme demonstrate, 
fundraisers often are attuned to what donors are seeking as decision support.
You’ve got to have a clear articulate message, a mechanism to participate, a 
reason to change the societal ill or whatever it is. Then there’s the nuances of the 
actual approach itself. I think we all probably start from the same base regardless 
of sector and regardless of the dollar amount and then I think it’s the nuances 
of the individual approach that start to play into some other way in which you 
communicate, whether it’s visually or whether it’s orally or whatever. (SyDNEy 
BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
Exploring these facets as they pertain to previous donor comments, it is clear that a 
personal approach is an important common denominator between givers and organisations.
A personal, ideally peer-initiated major gif t approach at the right time for the 
right amount
Fundraisers focus much attention on the quality of the approach to the potential major 
donor. Major gifts need to be asked for; they rarely appear spontaneously.
They [major gifts] tend not to, particularly at the higher levels, they tend not to just 
fall out of the sky. You actually have to pursue them. (SyDNEy BASED, IN-hOUSE 
FUNDRAISER)
Participants identify three critical success factors in major gift solicitation: right person, 
right time, and right amount (right project was also mentioned but generally did not 
receive the same attention).
4.0 finDings
51a  t r a n s f o r m at i o n a l  r o l e
Right person
Akin to many donors, fundraisers highlight human 
resources as perhaps the most important asset 
for donors in moving toward a giving decision.
Donors in this study clearly prefer contact with 
a peer when making a major gift decision. 
Fundraisers are alert to this preference and 
express strong frustration that boards do not 
universally understand they may serve this role 
and take a more active part in the funding of their 
organisation.
•	 I think the single biggest resource that the donor 
wants is someone to talk to who knows their stuff. 
•	 A lot of the times that I’m engaged is to change 
that culture and in fact it’s to work with boards 
and senior executives to get them comfortable 
and in fact buying into the notion that they 
have to ask. 
•	 A lot of the failure I believe in major gift 
fundraising comes down to the fact that the 
person hired to be part of the professional 
team who is really in my mind a facilitator, is 
not having the back-up from the people with 
the contacts, the people with the networks 
and in general that is the board or the CEO. 
Right time
Donors highlight the influence of the right timing 
on their decisions and it is also identified as a 
significant factor by fundraisers, and one aspect 
of research.
•	  If you know them very well, you’ll know the 
right time. Because we don’t ask anyone 
unless we’ve cultivated them for a long time.
Right amount
While donor respondents did not speak about 
determining the amount of the gift, asking for the 
right amount is a significant matter for fundraisers 
and not easy to determine. Fundraisers felt it was 
important to ask for a defined figure and to get 
that level right by understanding major supporters’ 
financial capacity and previous giving history where 
possible. Two major concerns are insulting the 
donor by asking for too small an amount and short 
changing the cause by being too conservative in 
the ask when individuals supporters would have 
given far more to fill this need.
•	  It’s also about how much you ask and making 
sure that fit is correct and not to undersell but 
to over – you know, to aim higher than what 
you think you will get with the aim of obviously 
getting that amount or something in between 
to what you want. 
•	  It’s insulting if you ask for too low a figure. 
•	  I’m probably more black and white when it 
comes to, you know, what causes me to think 
about having a successful major gift experience, 
and that’s simply did I get the largest gift that I 
could? There’s nothing worse than going in and 
asking and sort of being told in 30 seconds, 
“Yes that’s fine, thank you very much, we’ll 
send you a cheque”.
Targeting the right potential supporters
Donors express frustration with ill-targeted approaches. Seasoned fundraisers likewise 
emphasise very emphatically the role of using meagre organisational resources to best 
effect and carefully reaching out to people most likely to have some wish to support 
their cause.
For many nonprofits, identifying potential major donors requires looking at those who 
already support the organisation and getting to know them, then trying to establish 
some sort of link from which a relationship can be built. 
Look inwardly first…if you’ve got a base of donors, whatever your size, let’s start 
there. (SyDNEy BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
It is said that at least 3– 5% of any existing database contains major gift 
prospects but to find them you need to get to know them and look after them. 
(SyDNEy BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
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Fundraisers assert it is important for major gift fundraisers to do their groundwork and 
be as informed as possible about potential donors. Indeed donors themselves expect 
that fundraisers will know something about them, especially information that is in the 
public domain.
People seem to be a lot more comfortable if we know a little bit about their 
background. They seem to feel that we’ve done our homework. (pERTh BASED, 
IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
I had a classic scenario once where I accompanied somebody for a major gift and 
we’d briefed beforehand and they hadn’t read the briefing notes, and we walked 
in and met with this person and her opening line for small chat is, so what do you 
do here? And he was the managing director of the company. Of course, the ice 
just filled the room. From there on it wasn’t a very good meeting. (pERTh BASED, 
FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
I think one of the most important things for us is that if you are going to make an 
ask, you’ve got one opportunity and you’ve got to get it right, so you’ve got to do 
your research. (pERTh BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
Research allows fundraisers to get to know a little about the donor’s interests and 
circumstances before meeting them more formally.
A fundraiser should research prospects and try to establish what makes the donor 
tick and what buttons might need to be pushed to engage them. (SyDNEy BASED, 
FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
So if you’ve done all your research, you know the amount of money they can afford. 
(mELBOURNE BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
Despite its value, some participants have found that research is something that 
organisations do not want or cannot afford to invest in.
It’s hard to get the institution to invest in research at the beginning.  
(mELBOURNE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
presenting the need
Being able to express the need as requested by donors in the previous theme also 
rates high on the fundraiser agenda, under the banner of presenting the case for support. 
A strong, articulate case for support is seen as essential.
You’ve got to have a very good story to tell and be prepared to tell that succinctly. 
(SyDNEy BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
You do have to present a case that’s credible, and they need to be able to see 
what’s going to be achieved with their gift, but equally you have to inspire them. 
(pERTh BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
[There] has to be a business case...They’re sitting reviewing other proposals to do 
with their money and ours has got to sit alongside that in a very credible way. It has 
to stand up. (pERTh BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
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In making a case for support, fundraisers also emphasise it is necessary to show not only 
that there is a need, but that the need is urgent. This varies across different cause areas 
within the nonprofit sector, especially in light of the recent financial crisis.
I find one of the most important things is to prove the need is real, that you have a 
need and it’s urgent. (SyDNEy BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
The last 12 months have helped urgency…in the welfare sector. Every day the 
homeless rate’s going to go up, every day the unemployment rate’s going to go 
up, the sky’s parting now. I think having had a client in the medical research side 
of things, curing cancer is something we should do, but a lot of people are saying 
we’ve got some more pressing problems right now. So I think creating urgency is a 
very difficult thing. (SyDNEy BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
As per the previous theme, donors have particular need for and sensitivities about 
resource materials. Fundraisers also rate quality communications highly. Information 
and publications from charities most emphasised are the website, a transparent annual 
report, a DVD, or a powerful case study to assist donors. 
Fundraisers describe the website as often the first stop for donors seeking information. 
They stress it should be informative and easy to navigate with clear links to giving options 
and contact details.
Your organisation’s website can provide an enormous amount of information to 
those high net worth’s out there who are seeking more information about you as an 
organisation and what you do. Give them everything they need. (BRISBANE BASED, 
IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
Written publications such as annual reports and newsletters can be a useful way to 
keep donors up to date. However, it is important that they be accessible and easy to 
read. Some donors may prefer a more visual style of communication such as a DVD 
and some fundraisers weight experiential communication more highly than passive 
communication forms.
Case studies that offer genuine examples of people who have benefited from the 
services provided by the organisation as well as examples of donors who have given 
and why, can also be highly effective.
Donor-centred approach
Donors in this study level some criticisms at charities about how well they understand 
and treat major supporters. Fundraisers suggest major gifts require a donor-centred 
approach that is both highly individualised and personal.
It is all about the donor (SyDNEy BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
It’s very donor-centred. I think in order to get a major gift you have to really take the 
time to understand the needs and important issues of the donor. (SyDNEy BASED, 
FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
Major donors’ needs and wants differ; therefore, strategies for working with them need to 
be individually tailored.
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The most significant thing to be said about high net worth individuals I think is that 
they vary. The most important point of that phrase is the individuals...Generally 
speaking, people of substantial means don’t like being lumped together as HNWI’s.  
(BRISBANE BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
Major gifts and the conversations that lead to major gifts all have to be tailored 
and they’re individual; they’re different from person to person. (SyDNEy BASED, 
FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
Personal touches include hand written notes and remembering key dates such as 
birthdays.
I tend to have this philosophy that I treat all my donors like my friends and my 
family. I know the ones I have to ring every week otherwise I get struck off the list. 
I know the ones that I can ring once a year and it’s like old times. (mELBOURNE 
BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
Acknowledging donors
Recognition is extremely important according to both donors and fundraisers but a very 
individual preference area. Fundraisers mention forms of recognition on a continuum from 
basic acknowledgment to full public honours:
•	 Acknowledgement that the gift was received; 
•	 Thanks for support; 
•	 Appreciation of gift;
•	 Updates on how the gift has been used and its importance;
•	 Personal meetings with the board/CEO/public officials;
•	 Invitations to donor events;
•	 Named as a major donor on honour board, annual report, and/or website;
•	 Media publicity;
•	 Naming rights;
•	 National honours.
Many of the major gift fundraisers who participated believe there always needs to be 
some form of recognition, which can be either private or public.
I haven’t had anyone yet who doesn’t want any acknowledgement whatsoever. 
(BRISBANE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
They shouldn’t see them as milking cows. They’re not there just to provide you 
with income. If you want money from somebody, you owe them something...You 
owe them a thank you, you owe them a courtesy…You owe them to listen to them. 
(SyDNEy BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
Even though they say, “I don’t need anything”…they do. They want to be 
acknowledged; they want to be recognised…It’s something you have to downplay 
a bit because they don’t want to be seen to be coming to you to donate to get 
recognition. (SyDNEy BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
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While many donors claim to not want recognition, they do expect basic manners, such as 
knowing that their gift is appreciated.
They actually want to be valued and shown that their gift does matter. 
(SyDNEy BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
They are to be treasured and not taken for granted. (SyDNEy BASED, 
FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
The specific form of recognition depends on the donor’s preferences. Above all, donors’ 
wishes must be respected.
Adopt a “give them what they want in a personalised way” approach. 
(BRISBANE BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
It varies, depending on the donor and what sort of relationship they want. Some of 
our donors are anonymous and want to keep right away; that is, make the donation 
and that’s that, while others want a very close connection and we have to judge 
what they want. (pERTh BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
I think that that varies though on who the donor is...I think it goes back to what’s 
it they’re looking for and some in fact are looking for recognition…But there are 
some, and one only needs to look at the anonymous donors, who they want to make 
sure that the money’s being used properly and they want to be kept informed and 
stewarded appropriately but that stewardship may not in fact entail public recognition.  
(SyDNEy BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
How donors define their communities affects the ways in which they want to be recognised.
I once raised a very major gift from a family and they wanted one thing. They 
wanted reference in the Greek paper. That was the audience that mattered for 
them. Everybody lives in a different village…You need to recognise where people 
think they live. I mean some people live on an international scale and their giving 
might be judged against the Bloombergs and the Rockefellers. Others live in their 
suburb, others in their professional discipline and they match their giving if they’re 
going to match it up in that way. Recognition is the same. In what area do people 
want recognition? It might be in their parish, it could be via an elected official. 
(BRISBANE BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
Feedback
Donors highlight feedback as an issue or the tool that may engage them enough to give 
again. Communication is an important mechanism from the fundraiser viewpoint also for 
keeping donors up to date, informed and engaged.
If something really exciting is happening about something that they’ve been 
involved, write them a note immediately, rather than wait for them to find out in the 
papers the next week. (mELBOURNE BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
Constant communication – every three to six months, provide them with an update 
(in person or via post/email), invitations to donor events, hand written birthday/
Xmas cards, mailing them Annual Report with hand written note – always continuing 
to thank them for their support. (BRISBANE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
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Part of knowing and understanding your major donors means knowing their preferred 
mechanism for communication and the type of information that they would like to be 
informed about. 
You should know them well enough to know if they want detailed business plans 
with KPIs or other measurables; a rough outline of the project & its outcomes; 
printed material and/or Power point/DVD; Facts v stories or both; visits to the 
organisation if appropriate. (SyDNEy BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
It is important to respond quickly to donor enquiries, as demonstrated by the following 
example:
We had a donor…who rang up, no-one answered the phone, and left a message 
saying they wanted to make a – it was $10,000 [donation]…No-one called her back 
within 48 hours because no-one got the message...Everything that was supposed 
to be check listed wasn’t and we failed. She took her gift and took it elsewhere. 
(pERTh BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
Communication needs vary between donors. Indeed younger donors may have a 
different communicative style to older donors, making it important to stay on top of new 
web technologies and social networking opportunities such as Facebook and twitter. 
I still think they want to give, you just need to find a way to talk to them. Now you 
traditionally talk to major givers with face to face, one on one, case statements, 
philanthropy and all that. The kids – I think they’re still good, but they don’t care 
about that language. (pERTh BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
Fundraisers know good care of supporters is not universal.
Because they [an organisation] rubbed him up the wrong way, he just will not have 
anything to do with them and he’s quite open in saying that...They’ve lost millions 
for that. (mELBOURNE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
Engagement
Fundraisers are attuned to donors wanting varying levels of involvement with the 
organisation. Giving them opportunities to be involved, should they desire is seen 
as important.
Generally donors want to keep the relationship at arm’s length – happy to 
support, pleased to be continually updated, pleased to receive updated 
progress reports or onsite presentation by researchers on progress of the 
project. Real hands on involvement is extremely rare. What matters most 
to them is how their investment has made a difference to [the cause]. 
(BRISBANE BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
They become part of the organisation, part of its vision. It should 
be comfortable, knowing that you are both together on the mission. 
(BRISBANE BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
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Most organisations represented had some form of ‘moves management’ in place to 
consistently and logically build on relationships with potential and existing supporters so they 
are embraced within the organisation, do understand the need to support the cause and can 
see how their input is needed and used.10 Essentially, it is part of relationship building.
I have reinvented the name for what I do. I now don’t relate to the term fundraiser, 
I relate to the term relationship builder and moves management to me is 
relationship building. (BRISBANE BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
Moves management I think is very relevant because…moves management is 
a series of questions and the questions are about how do we get this donor 
in a relationship with us such that he or she will say “yes” when we ask them. 
(BRISBANE BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
Administrative ef ficiency
Fundraisers are concerned about the climate of perception that suggests fundraising costs 
are too high, that fundraising should be free when the reality is achieving major support 
does take some resource commitment. In addition to raising awareness amongst boards 
and CEOs about the importance of fundraising, the nonprofit sector more broadly has a 
responsibility to raise awareness in the general population about the costs of fundraising. 
I do think as a whole that the not for profit service is too apologetic for what 
it costs to fundraise...But again it does send that message all the time that 
people pick up on well, you know, there shouldn’t be any costs to fundraising. 
(pERTh BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
Why shouldn’t we be paying professional fundraisers? Why does Australia feel that 
that’s horrible that we would have a group of people who can actually raise money 
for charity? (SyDNEy BASED, IN-hOUSE FUNDRAISER)
Satisfaction
What do fundraisers believe makes a giving experience satisfying for donors? Fundraisers 
see the key as donors feeling proud of the gift that they have given and that they are 
making a difference.
I always talk to people about giving a gift they can be proud of…if they’re proud 
of their gift, then it’s a successful experience for them as well. (pERTh BASED, 
FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
The onus is back on the fundraisers to help major givers achieve a sense of 
satisfaction from their donations. (BRISBANE BASED, FUNDRAISING CONSULTANT)
Theme summary
It has been said many times that major giving is about the right person, asking for the 
right gift and the right time. Fundraisers reinforce these factors stalwartly, adding in a 
level of frustration with board lack of understanding of the integral role they play in this 
process. Fundraisers highlight that their own key tasks are to facilitate and educate the 
organisation toward a culture of philanthropy. Their emphasis on timing and asking well 
10 Moves management is the process whereby prospects are individually cultivated to the 
point of investment (Smith 1997).
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echoes what donors relate and fundraisers spotlight – the difficulty of finding the right 
amount to ask for from different individuals. The suggestion is erring on a higher rather 
than lower ask. The importance of research in a professional major gift program was 
underwritten by study participants. Knowing about a person’s background, interests 
and ability to give is seen as a basic courtesy, a way to best use scarce organisational 
resources and a way to avoid asking for support from people unlikely to ever respond 
to that cause. Fundraisers second donors’ calls for a clear and evident expression of 
the need they are trying to fill and they add the element of urgency as a critical factor in 
moving donors to act. Donor-centred approaches are described as non-negotiable in 
a major gift situation. The very individual nature of HNW donors and the need to invest 
time and effort tailoring approaches and stewardship are clear. Acknowledging donors 
is also seen as non-negotiable and an area where a spectrum of possibilities exist, with 
the guiding factor being what individual donors request. Fundraisers highlight there 
are several levels of ‘public’ acknowledgment and that some donors have their own 
communities where they are comfortable being recognised as a giver. 
Variety again is the core of engagement, differing from donor to donor. A pattern of 
trying to manage and provide careful relationship consideration was evident, called 
by some respondents a moves management approach. The next move forward in the 
donor’s relationship with the organisation is actively considered. The relationship is 
paramount. One of the areas that fundraisers say can mar a relationship between people 
of giving capacity and an organisation is a community perception that fundraising and 
administrative costs are detracting from what an organisation achieves in the community 
rather than adding to its power for change and benefit. Finally, fundraisers reflect that 
what represents donor satisfaction in their view is donors feeling proud of the major gift 
and having a sense that they have in fact made a major impact. 
59a  t r a n s f o r m at i o n a l  r o l e
The findings in Section 4 are distilled from many hours of commentary about major 
giving. This final chapter of the report seeks to hone these multifaceted views even 
further to sum up the key takeout points, and highlight several areas for action. The 
patterns of responses yield some distinct messages for donors, affluent Australians, 
fundraisers, nonprofit organisations, boards, intermediary groups, governments and 
media, as follows. Crossover of messages in several points reinforce areas where 
change is possible:
5.1  mAjOR WEALTh: mAjOR GENEROSITy
The generous impulse is intact in some parts of affluent Australia – albeit not all of it. 
Stories are abundant amongst respondents of significant giving to significant need 
and opportunity. Commitment to transformational levels of giving, to learning to give 
more effectively and to seeing more wealthy Australians giving was resoundingly 
evident. It should be celebrated and study participants generally feel government, the 
nonprofit sector, donors themselves, the community and media do too little in this 
regard. Australia’s existing culture celebrates neither wealth nor philanthropy to any 
extent. Participants feel this philosophy needs to change if Australia is to develop a 
more apparent culture of giving and higher support of the community by the community. 
Because giving is not such an automatic expectation here as in some other cultures, 
the actions of those who do give substantially are perhaps all the more praiseworthy. 
Australian givers are in no sense acting on ’autopilot’. Their stories are often ones of 
deep, rich involvement and commitment to assisting community need. 
5.2  mAjOR WEALTh: mINOR GIvERS 
Many wealthy Australians are perceived by their peers to not be giving, or to be giving 
significantly less than they might readily be able to give. 
It perhaps goes without saying that nonprofit organisations must value the generosity 
inherent in any gift regardless of the amount. Contributions from supporters of low dollar 
capacity may not change the course of an organisation’s mission to the same degree 
as a gift with more zeros at the end. However, the spirit of giving and community that 
each gift of whatever denomination represents is the essence of the sector and clearly 
must not be lost to an attitude of valuing only major donations. This research, though 
is focused on donations of at least AU$10,000 and people with the ability to make a 
significant impact on need with a single donation. In most cases, this means affluent 
Australians. While recognising some sterling generosity from this group in Australia, many 
respondents feel compelled to assert that numbers who could give substantially are not 
giving at all or anything of significance. The critical mass simply is not there as yet, many 
believe, to claim that Australia does indeed have a culture of philanthropy. Many affluent 
Australians are not thinking about, nor appear to know a lot about giving, especially, 
our respondents say, those new to wealth. The sense from respondents is that Australia 
is missing out and these people are missing out by not including some community 
investment in their life portfolio and perhaps turning their talents and resources to new 
fields. However, this is not a message of interest to those yet to join the giving ranks, for 
various reasons.
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Key factors behind perceived lower giving levels amongst Australia’s wealthy are seen to 
be similar to many forces noted in other countries:
•	 a genuine lack of feeling financially secure (despite what many would see as a durable 
financial base); 
•	 poor awareness of or exposure to community need (a privileged life far removed 
from need);
•	 an attitude that filling this role is entirely a government responsibility (unlike the 
antithetical view in for instance, the US);
•	 a sense that all community obligations are met by paying tax;
•	 a single minded focus on the amassing of money, not so much on giving it away; 
•	 a lack of role models or belief that such major giving does occur; and
•	 a poorly articulated Australian culture of philanthropy. 
Respondents also recognise that true dimensions of major giving in Australia are hard to 
measure because of the amount of unpublicised giving that occurs and the individuals 
and foundations who choose to give as they describe it, ‘under the radar’. A code of 
quiet giving guides a proportion of big givers, through humility or a wish not to stand out 
from friends who may not know of their wealth or be wealthy themselves. This feeling is 
particularly evident in people who have made considerable money through business from 
originally humble beginnings.
5.3  mAjOR GIvING: mAjOR pOTENTIAL IN AUSTRALIA 
Particularly measured against the numbers of Australians who could make major gifts, 
respondents highlight great unrealised potential of major gifts as a funding model for 
community need. They carry impact, they bring a unique level of progress toward a 
mission or program, they make organisations operate at a higher level of professionalism 
and visibility, and they bring them in contact with new networks of future support. 
Participants in this study agree that much more could be done via the major gift funding 
model in this country, particularly if, 
•	 the culture of philanthropy were more apparent and embedded;
•	 people felt more comfortable speaking about their giving and more role models 
stepped up;
•	 affluent Australians had greater comfort in the calibre of nonprofit organisations; 
•	 nonprofit leaders understood and resourced major gift fundraising more fully; and
•	 communication experiences with nonprofit organisations were more universally 
satisfactory.
5.4   mAjOR qUESTION mARK: IS ThERE AN AUSTRALIAN 
CULTURE OF GIvING? 
Some respondents affirm an Australian culture of giving – particularly major giving – exists 
but when probed to describe it, few answers are forthcoming except that it very often has 
a code of quiet giving. Suffice to say, this culture could be strengthened and much better 
articulated. It differs from the oft-mentioned US approach respondents assert. It is substantial 
and important but not necessarily visible. In some places and causes it is long-established, 
in others just emerging. It is underpotentialised. An analogy might be that US philanthropy 
is hardy, showy and open like a field of sunflowers. Australian giving then is more fernlike 
preferring the shadows, blending into the landscape and needing a particular environment 
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to thrive if it is to move from obscurity to the mainstream of Australian life. We know from 
previous studies (Madden and Scaife 2008a) that sometimes the shadows offer a hiding 
space for high capacity but low actual giving. More experienced donors increasingly recognise 
that exposing their giving can lead other giving, and fundraisers urge this role modelling 
because they see it works. However, better answers need to be found because other forces 
move people to keep their giving closeted and private. There is the possibility to address real 
issues in an organised way but in many senses philanthropy in Australia is such an individual 
venture that is akin to a leaderless group. Exceptions are highlighted by respondents where 
intermediary groups have started, with effect, to put together more of a group understanding 
of major issues and possibilities (such as the arts, Indigenous giving, medical research and so 
on). The emphasis on peers as giving guides and uncertainty about how to get started would 
suggest that overseas initiatives such as giving circles may find some traction in Australia.11  
5.5  mAjOR GIvING: DELIBERATE ChOICE
Giving is not, by any definition, compulsory. Again, this is not the spirit of the concept, 
which is imbued with being a voluntary act. For the givers in this study, it is for most, a 
careful choice to apply their funds beyond their own needs. Those who had inherited 
giving arrangements also have made the choice to spend time and effort continuing 
them. For many respondents, the action is about more than giving back or moral or 
spiritual obligation: it is a deliberate choice to add another level and dimension of 
achievement and outcomes that they have the power to drive or enable on behalf of their 
community. Many report that giving for them is embedded in living a life that is financially 
advantaged. It is also closely aligned with their values and their self-concept: major giving 
is part of who they are, a life choice. It is not something done because it is expected 
(indeed, in Australia, it is not widely expected): it is a conscious choice.
5.6   mAjOR GIvING: mAjOR DECISIONS, BUT NO SINGLE pATh
The data do not suggest that the decision-making in major giving is a linear process. 
Rather, it is a complex and interrelated set of cultural factors, personal interests, values 
and peer encounters. Participants did not just wake up one day and decide to give a 
major gift. The decision to give in a substantive way seems a gradual, progressive one. 
In marketing terms, it might be seen as a complex purchase not a simple one. Other than 
those established in giving structures by preceding generations, people speak about 
reaching a point where they are ready to give, sometimes related to age, life stage and 
financial independence, sometimes related to the sale of a major asset, sometimes related 
to becoming reflective about their life purpose, and sometimes related to an encounter 
or recommendation about need that sparks their compassion or wish to be involved in 
giving. For many, this point reached becomes in fact something of a turning point as it 
opens the way to a different way to spend part of their life and part of their money.
Once mentally ready, they look to take the first step. At this point, they are alert to 
projects and organisations that match their strongly held values, and enable them to act 
on these beliefs. The trigger at that stage is being shaken up by some need they see and 
think they might help with, or very commonly hearing a friend or colleague talk about 
something that resonates with them and deciding to be part of that, as safe waters to 
try out major giving. First steps are cautious. 
11 “Giving circles entail individuals pooling money and other resources and then deciding 
together where to give these away” (Eikenberry 2006).
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Timing is crucial but the actual amount seems less so. Donors in this study speak less 
about giving amounts than fundraisers do. It is not uncommon, participants say, to make 
a ‘test the waters’ gift, a small amount to see how well the organisation performs. Good 
performance, good feedback, good transparency, good relationships, good repeat 
communication of need and these donor investors are happy to give again and more and 
in ways that go beyond money as well. These givers describe how they come to have real 
ownership of a project or activity as they move from thinking about the dollars to thinking 
about the outcomes as they gain assurance in giving behaviour. As givers describe it, 
‘no longer calculating the dollars...they’re absorbed with the thing’ or ‘getting hands on 
experience...getting your hands dirty with it and meeting people and after a while you get 
very committed to it...almost evangelical’. 
While some people speak about setting budgets for their giving, they are often notional 
and flexible. Other people make the decision to divide their giving into areas for example 
some to their personal areas of passion, some to hardship and some to general 
community good and some to help if asked by peers. Making those choices is enjoyable 
and often involves testing out a giving strategy and re-jigging once experience is gained. 
Very seldom is the giving amount about a percentage of income in this study – such 
as 10% tithing or a goal of living on 98% of income instead of 100%. However, such 
concepts are seen as somewhat useful to get people thinking initially about the magnitude 
of giving that they might do, if they become engaged in giving. Participants are surprised 
at the (low) amounts some affluent people see as major giving – which again points to too 
little exposure, coverage and conversation about major giving in Australia.
5.7  mAjOR GIvERS: OUTCOmE hUNGRy 
Major giving differs from smaller giving. 
Participants suggest time and again in this study that major giving is more about 
investment than support (although for regular major givers loyal to an organisation or 
those who may have grown through the giving ranks with an organisation, the investment 
emphasis is lesser). The investment mindset brands the major gift decision as strategic, 
not impulsive. The emphasis on outcomes is high and guides the information fundraisers 
must present and update. As an investment, beyond ‘prospectus’ style information, 
it needs some ‘reassurance machinery’ that the money will achieve what it has been 
donated to do. This reassurance is sought particularly from peers, from organisations 
and most especially their boards. 
5.8  BOARDS: mAjOR ROLE BUT mAjOR DISAppOINTmENT
Donors look to boards but often perceive nonprofits as poorly led, unaccountable and 
ineffective. Fundraisers see boards as low in understanding of how to resource and 
support major giving. Donors’ clear preference is to hear about nonprofit organisations 
and giving opportunities from peers, people who think and act as they do. The nearest 
approximation within a nonprofit organisation is usually the board, unless perhaps a 
Development Committee has been set up especially for this purpose. In our study, there 
is a suggestion that Australian boards often are not equipped, confident or willing to fill 
this role, whether through board composition, lack of training, reluctance to be involved 
in fundraising or denial that this facet is part of nonprofit board life. It seems likely that 
if most boards or CEOs were asked who are the most senior people responsible for the 
organisation’s funding many people would say the fundraising or development manager. 
In reality, as participants suggest, it is the board chair and the CEO, closely followed 
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by the board. This group leads giving in lots of ways. Sometimes it is by their own 
donations, always it should be through a vision and programs that are worthy, inspiring 
and transparently making a difference. These senior leaders also need to work with 
the team to enact the policies, plans, networks and budgets that support major giving, 
whether that is gift acceptance policies, research policies or a plan that enables focused 
resources to be applied in agreed ways to ensure specialist time is not siphoned off 
elsewhere as can so easily happen in a resource poor environment. Major gift programs 
need focus and resources. Respondents relate that boards do not ‘get’ how unique their 
role is. The ‘street credibility’ of being a senior volunteer who knows and passionately 
supports the cause cannot be substituted readily with a staff member, no matter 
how much they too might know and passionately support the cause. It is completely 
understandable that board members may not be familiar with fundraising – it is an activity 
that does not cross everyone’s career. Board education is needed.
Smart boards keen to advance the work their organisation is doing in the community 
will talk to boards or chairs from other organisations, access case studies of what 
boards usefully do and really take seriously their key facilitation role to maximise 
funding. Our study suggests this is an area of true leadership need, but right now in 
Australia it is a true leadership vacuum and a primary factor in why major giving is not 
reaching its potential in this country. A range of self-audit tools exist that can highlight 
gaps in an organisation’s ability to sustain high level fundraising. Similarly, consultants 
often specialise in this area of fundraising and can provide objective metrics and 
recommendations to bridge capacity gaps.
5.9  mAjOR INvESTmENT yIELDING mAjOR RESULTS
However, the context is anti-investment. 
Investing in major gift seeking capacity often generates high returns respondents 
report. Dollars put into two areas in particular are yielding results: research about who 
might give to a particular cause, and dedicated major gifts staff. However, contextually, 
community understanding of investing in fundraising is low, and anti-spending. 
Respondents see this climate influencing board thinking and report further that in some 
cases boards have no concept of seeing that their development arm is properly staffed, 
trained, equipped and influential as part of the wider team. CEOs and chairs are seen as 
lynchpins here. As above, smart boards according to fundraising respondents are setting 
up their development function for success – not burnout, failure, recriminations and the 
turnover mentioned by donors as so damaging to major gift relationships.
5.10 mAjOR GOvERNmENT ROLE 
As in other nations, what philanthropy injects to the Australian community is unique and 
quite distinct from government. Government’s role respondents say, is structural – there 
to facilitate and encourage philanthropy through various levers. Initiatives of the past 
decade to lift giving have helped but more are needed. Particular call is made for more 
incentives to interest people in giving initially, more information from trusted sources 
about giving and more help in knowing the right giving destinations to make a real 
difference. Tax is traditionally decried as a motivation for giving but as a way to open 
the conversation and gain some initial action, it seems critical, according to this study. 
Agreement is that more taxation incentives would boost philanthropy in this country and 
that those such as PAFs, and cultural and environmental gift initiatives have added a very 
positive momentum.
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5.11 mAjOR FUNDRAISER ROLE
Donors seldom seem conscious of the fundraiser role unless their experience had been 
especially good or the opposite. Some donors are dismissive of people in nonprofit 
organisations who are not volunteers or directly carrying out the mission at the client 
coalface. The role seems to have a mystique or be underrated as ‘the people who spruik 
about the organisation’. Given the highly personalised and relationship based nature of 
major giving described by both donors and fundraisers, the role and its complexities is 
perhaps much misunderstood. The very strong pattern from experienced fundraisers in 
highlighting passion and integrity as the heart of the role suggests an attitude more akin 
to philanthropy and philanthropists than many major givers perhaps realise.
In closing, it must be said that this research stands testament to deliberate, considered 
giving and givers in this country, who are still rare enough to warrant real acclamation. 
It highlights that major gifts impact organisations in major ways that spell major community 
improvement. Arguments exist that more of Australia’s affluent population should give 
major gifts and that even amongst the generous spirited existing givers, the Australian 
perception of what is a major gift may warrant more thought. Do those who can afford  
to give much, act on this ability? A greater culture of philanthropy may foster this depth  
of thought. From the nonprofit angle, a call for action in greater resourcing and transparency 
is inherent in this study that leaders – chairs, boards, CEOs and fundraising leaders 
– will benefit from hearing. The responsibility for major giving in this country is shared 
between the philanthropy and nonprofit sectors. More can – and should – be done.
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appenDix a
AppENDIx A – SEmI-STRUCTURED qUESTION FRAmE – FUNDRAISERS 
Attitudes and Beliefs •	 What role do major gifts play in the nonprofit sector in Australia and 
overseas?
•	 What advice would you give the not for profit sector to help them 
improve access to major gifts?
•	  Can or should the Government offer more incentives to major giving?
Donor decision-making •	 What do you think prompts people to make a major donation?
•	 What barriers, do you think people experience in deciding to make a 
major gift, or in actually making the gift?
•	 What resources do you think are most useful in helping people to 
decide? (People, information, examples etc)
•	 How important are peer givers and peer askers in this process? 
•	 Who are “opinion leaders” for major givers?
•	 How are the details of a gift decided upon? (probe for financial 
advisers, spouse input, fundraiser input, stockmarket etc)
•	 Are corporates major donors? Are governments major donors? Are 
foundations major donors? (similarities/differences to individual givers)
•	 How important is the feasibility study to the donor decision-making 
process?
•	 Do feasibility studies work if run in-house in your experience?
Communication •	 What communication media do you use when soliciting a major gift? 
•	 Through what communication media do you maintain contact in the 
long-term with major donors?
Relationships •	 Can you describe the relationship(s) that you (or your organisation) 
have with the people who have given a major gift?
•	 How satisfied are you with this relationship? How satisfied are they 
with this relationship? How do you know?
•	 What strategies do you use for cultivating long term relationships with 
major donors?
•	 Does the organisation take the opinions of major donors into account 
when making decisions? In what ways?
•	 How do you value your relationship with major donors?
•	 Other than donating, what other ways are your major donors involved?
Career path •	 How would you describe yourself professionally?
•	 Where do major gift fundraisers come from? Can you briefly 
outline your career path, including any study and/or previous work 
experience prior to working in this area?
•	 What motivates you to work as a major gift fundraiser? 
•	 What most challenges you in working as a major gift fundraiser? 
•	 What qualities, skills and training do you think are important for 
someone to work successfully as a major gift fundraiser?
Personal giving •	  Have you ever thought about leaving a major gift yourself?
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AppENDIx B – SEmI-STRUCTURED qUESTION FRAmE – mAjOR DONORS  
Attitudes and beliefs •	  What role do major gifts play in the nonprofit sector in Australia and 
overseas?
Decision-making •	  What prompted you to make a major donation?
•	  In making the decision to make a major gift, what factors did you 
consider?
•	  Could you please walk me through what actually happened leading 
up to and then after you decided to make a major gift?
•	  What resources were most useful in helping you to decide?
•	  Did you seek specific advice from a professional philanthropic or 
financial advisor before making the gift?
•	  What barriers, if any, did you experience in deciding to make a major 
gift, or in actually making the gift?
•	  If we go over those events again could you describe what you were 
thinking and feeling?
Organisation •	  More broadly, how do you feel about the nonprofit sector in Australia 
and overseas?
•	  Can you describe the organisation(s) to which you have given a 
major gift? 
•	 What is it about an organisation that encourages you to donate to them?
•	  Do you feel the organisation takes your opinions into account when 
making decisions? In what ways?
Communication •	 How do you feel about the way(s) you have been invited to make 
a major donation? Can you describe a positive and a negative 
experience?
•	 Through what communication media do you prefer to maintain 
contact with the organisation(s) you support?
Relationships •	  Can you describe the relationship(s) that you have with the 
organisation(s) to which you have given a major gift?
•	  How satisfied are you with this relationship? 
•	  In which ways do you like your donation to be recognised/valued by 
the organisation?
•	  What sort of relationship do you prefer to have with the organisations 
you have made a major gift to?
Participation •	  Do you donate in other ways (e.g. direct debit or payroll deductions, 
disaster appeals, spontaneous donations, bequests, charitable 
gambling, membership fees)?
•	  Other than donating money, what other ways are you involved with the 
organisation (e.g. volunteer/board member or personal connection – 
have you or a friend or family member used services before?)
Future giving •	  Do you think you will make any more major gifts?
Concluding thoughts •	 In what way have your experiences affected what you might donate 
in the future or the advice you might give to others?
•	 If you had to pick one thing that made the difference between you 
deciding to make a major gift or not, what would it be?
•	 What recommendations would you make to organisations that want 
to encourage people to make a major donation?
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